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	1. Prologue

**A/N: This story is how I would end Halo if I had full creative control of 343 Industries. Halo 4 and Spartan Ops are cannon in this story, however I will be ignoring the Halo 5 trailer. The Master Chief will appear in the upcoming chapters, however I will have to remain mute on Cortana's possible appearance. It may happen, it may not, you'll just have to continue reading to find out. Any similarities between the politics of UEG and the current state of American politics is intentional. **

**Prologue**

_Here I abandoned peace and desecrated law; fortune it is you I follow. Farewell to treaties. From now on war is our judge!_

_Marcus Lucanus_

…

September 11th 2558 (Military Calendar) Unified Earth Government Senate, New York, North America, Earth

Senator August was not a particularly tall man, but his posture granted him a commanding presence, his voice possessing such authority that even those who considered him an enemy could not help the persuasion creeping up upon their unguarded minds in tantalizing whispers, is influential oratory infamous in its ability to sway hostile crowds to his side and intimidate his opposition.

He stood at 5' 10'', with sandy blonde hair and Atlantic blue eyes, his mouth able to effortlessly form a kindhearted smile or a hate filled scowl depending on what the occasion called for, his eyebrows heavy and his face otherwise plain though not unhandsome. He paced the Senate floor, eyeing each man as he spoke.

"Let me read to you, honored colleagues, and excerpt from President Dr. Ruth Charet's first inaugural speech, in case some of you have forgotten the promises that she made, and after words I will recount to you the extent of her failures." He paused at his desk, scooping up a piece of paper with his left hand. Most would have read from a data pad, but August within the context of his speeches preferred actual paper. It felt far more natural, both to him and seemingly to the crowd. He read.

"Humanity can now breathe again. The Covenant has finally been driven back. The cost in lives- our troops and our citizens- has been enormous. But freedom never comes cheaply, and now, we rebuild. I promise this to every man, woman, and child on Earth and in its colonies. While we will continue to strive for a peaceful coexistence with other species, humanity will never again allow itself to be the victim of aggression. This is the moment we start to reclaim our rightful place in the universe." He slammed the paper back down onto his desk, the loud thump shaking any person that might have been daydreaming during his speech out of their stupor.

"Gentlemen, friends, senators…" He looked up at the observational deck above the Senate floor, cameras and onlookers focusing their eyes directly upon him. "Citizens of Earth and her Colonies, we have been lied to. We have allowed the UNSC to sink hundreds of billions of credits into a single ship, all without our knowledge or consent. We have allowed them to spend billions more to use this ship as a diplomatic and exploratory vessel. We were promised that Infinity would be the mightiest warship humanity has ever built, yet twice it has been sent back to Earth with her tail between her legs."

"That is a lie!"

August turned to face an elderly Senator, his legs shaking as he stood, head balding and his hair white. The old man spoke, "The Second Battle of Requiem was a victory in every sense of the word. Captain Thomas Lasky displayed upmost competence in command and he…"

"Is the next Preston Cole I'm sure," August said, smiling. "For who am I to disparage a hero of the UNSC? To do so would surely cast my lot in with ONI which has disgraced itself by denying Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy Spartan 117's request for recommission in the UNSC Navy three times in this past month alone." He took a deep breath. "But I digress. Senator Dean, if Requiem was such a monumentous victory as you claim, then what have we gained from it? The Storm Covenant is still as strong as it ever was, so total victory cannot be claimed, and ONI has refused to share information about any artifacts that may or may not have been recovered from the planet. We must assume that nothing was gained from the campaign, and the UNSC has yet again wasted the people's money in a fruitless military endeavor." He held out his arm, his hand an open palm, towards the aging Senator. "I suggest you take a seat."

Senator Dean hesitated, looking around him for support. He found sympathetic stares, but no one with enough conviction to stand with him, and so he sat.

August grinned triumphantly, again addressing the audience above him. "For is that not what this body has become? A mere façade of democracy over a stone wall of tyranny. A rubber stamp for the UNSC to pass whatever resolution it wishes, and that bastard Hood…"

"August," A man seated above him, like a judge presiding over a courtroom on the back wall of the Senate house, said in a warning voice. President pro tempore Philip Holmes narrowed his eyes at the young Senator. "May I remind you of Senatorial decorum. If you continue with this vulgarity I will have you censured."

August made a sweeping bow of deference. "Forgive me. I am but a lowly serf. How can I possibly think that I have a right to criticize the great and mighty Caesar." He brought himself out of his bow, amused at the scowl Holmes was giving him. He raised his head high, his voice full of conviction. "Our forefathers fought against the very type of tyranny that we in a moment of crisis have yielded ourselves to. They created a unified world democracy that has lasted centuries, with power resting firmly in the Senate, and they would be ashamed if they could see us now."

"I, and my fellow members of the Terra Party, see only one recourse. No longer can we tolerate the scrapes Lord Hood as thrown at us with his policy of incremental reforms. No longer can we tolerate being forced to vote blindly on budgets, giving ONI funds to do with as they please. We must refuse to pass any budget until Lord Hood and President Charet give the Terra Party what we have rightfully demanded." He walked as he gave his final remarks, and now he was standing at his seat, arms braced on his desk. "And furthermore I believe that Sangheilios must be destroyed!"

It was everything that Holmes could do not to roll his eyes. August made this remark at the end of every speech, regardless of the subject matter. It was the cheers from the civilians on the observation deck that made him decide against the expression.

The people on the observation deck stood up, clapping their hands enthusiastically, and August waved at them as if he were a conquering king. When the applause died down August returned his attention to Holmes. "I yield the rest of my time."

Holmes sighed in relief. He would never admit it both publically and privately, but he always found himself on edge whenever August spoke. "Does anyone wish to use Senator August's remaining time?"

Senator Dean rose, again shakily. "I wish to speak." He waited for Holmes to nod his approval before beginning. "This man," he pointed a gnarly finger at August. "Would jeopardize the security of the UNSC all for the sake of political posturing, and in the same breath would have us betray humanity's greatest ally."

"I would hardly call Thel Vadam an ally," August retorted.

Dean glared at him. "If it were not for the Arbiter humanity would have been destroyed. Earth annihilated."

August stood up again, but he did not speak to Dean. Again he spoke to the crowd. "And so we should forget that for nearly three decades he participated in the genocide of the human race? Should we forget that millions were slaughtered by the Arbiter's own hand? Have we become so foolish as to believe that Thel Vadam would not betray us the moment he saw that an alliance with us was no longer to his benefit?"

"Sit down…" Holmes began, but August continued speaking.

"These men would have you scrape and bow to a creature, a beast that committed crimes against the entire human race. There are people in this audience, people on this Senate floor, I myself shed blood in the service of the UNSC, fighting against these barbarians that sought nothing less than our total destruction, and now these men wish us to forgive and forget. That is something I refuse to do, not until justice has been rendered against the entire Sangheili race. Exterminate them all!"

"Senator August!" Holmes yelled, but his voice was drowned in the thunderous cheers that were coming off the observation deck, the news cameras ignoring everything except August's words, Dean now sitting at his desk with his face pale and his ego thoroughly diminished. The Terra party faction of the Senate, thirty seats in all, stood as well, hands smashing together, drowning out any hope of a counter argument. Yet somehow, above it all August managed to make his voice heard. The crowd, or perhaps now it is better to refer it as a mob, silenced itself immediately, hanging on to his every word.

"If I had been granted the opportunity I would have put a bullet in the skull of the Arbiter the moment the Forward Unto Dawn landed on Earth. I would have ended the threat there and then. But it is not too late to fix our mistakes. I propose a motion to formally declare war against the Sangheili Empire and bring an end to what we should have finished half a decade ago!"

The applause erupted again, and Holmes was hopeless to stop it. With alarm he saw nearly half the Senate stand up in support of his motion. Holmes buried his head in his hands, wondering just what kind of ruin August was trying to drag mankind into.


	2. Chapter 1: Durendal

PART I

DELENDA EST CARTHAGO

Chapter 1: Durendal

August stepped into his office, saying aloud, "I need ten minutes alone."

His secretary, a young blonde with a tight fitting red dress, as per August's request, shut the door behind him, and there was a soft hiss as the office was sealed off from the outside world.

At twenty-three he was the youngest man to ever be elected to the Senate, as per the thirty-third amendment to the UEG Constitution which stipulated that any person over eighteen could run for office. Still the Senate was mostly run by older men and women, those who had cut their teeth in the local politics of Earth and climbed their way to the highest halls of government after decades of work. That was until the advent of the Terra Party, a group of what most would call radicals, consisting mainly of veterans from the Great War. Not even two years ago the party itself had not existed, but after the New Phoenix Incident, an attack on Earth's soil that flew in the face of President Charet's promises, xenophobia had swept through earth like a holy flame.

August's military career was admittedly mediocre, having only served in the last month of the war and having to lie about his age in order to do so. A Purple Heart was his only decoration, he held no college degree, had failed in nearly every endeavor he pursued after the war, and had never before held public office. What had propelled him to the Senate, and to the head of the Terra Party, was the strength of his oratory. That, and the patronage of one man was what led him here.

This man, although he was only ten years older to him, was in every way a father to him that his own biological one had failed to be. Their partnership was a secret, and they both took great steps to conceal it, but August's loyalty to this man was unwavering. To him, this man was the messiah. To him this man was humanity's only hope for salvation.

The press of a button opened a panel on the wall, and a screen was revealed. It turned on, the transmission secure from ONI's prying eyes, and August stood straighter as his patron's face appeared on screen.

He was a hard man, a purple scar running up his neck and ending at the base of his chin, his angular features betraying his Russian heritage, his eyes as black as his hair which was combed and parted neatly down the middle.

Those eyes, as black as the deepest ocean, making it seem as if he had no iris but instead just two large pupils. Intelligent eyes. August could not think of anyone who was not disturbed when they saw them for the first time. Not even Osman. They were the unintended byproduct of a surgery done to him long ago. August had only ever asked about it once, and the man had only answered him once.

"Well?" the man asked.

"It went as I expected," August answered. "The declaration failed. Forty-nine in favor, fifty-one against. Of course as we discussed I had to back off trying to delay the passage of the budget in order to get the extra votes." He smiled, "Always next September."

"Doesn't matter," the man said. "Your enemies approval rating have taken a hit for valuing the good graces of the Arbiter over the will of the people. I think you will find that you will have the majority of the Senate in your control come November . In any case it would not look good for humanity to strike the first blow. Much better to provoke Sangheilios into attacking an ally."

"You really think the Arbiter will still stand by his treaty with the UNSC after we nearly declared war on him?"

"Yes. He is honorable. There is something both naïve and admirable I find about that particular trait."

"And how do you believe the other Kaidons will react?" August asked, eyebrow raised.

"Hopefully as we need them to. I will find out their response when I meet with Osman."

"I shall wait with bated breath," August said. He then clicked his heels together, standing at attention. He closed his fist and clapped it to his chest, then extended his arm outward, palm facing down towards the carpet. "Ave Terra."

The man on the screen returned the salute. "Ave Terra." There was a click and the screen went blank.

…

September 13th 2558 (Military Calendar) Office of Naval Intelligence Command Center (**LOCATION REDACTED)** Earth

At 6'3'' the chair was far too small for him, and the man through with dark humor at how Osman must have specifically designed the small plastic chairs to be uncomfortable. Only a very select few made it this far to the waiting room of her office, and most at this point would be sweating until the collars of their uniforms were soaked. It did not help that the room was purposefully heated at a comfortable eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit. The man, however, did not sweat, at least not much. He sat with his back leaning against the too small chair, occasional reaching up to wipe a stray strand of hair away from his black eyes, a leather bound book held in his hands.

"I did not take you for religious," a disembodied voice said.

The man glanced up at the ceiling, towards a speaker mounted overhead. "I'm not."

"Hmmm," Black Box mused. "The only hard cover books I usually see are either the Bible or the Quran. Of course, an extra ordinary amount of prayers are made in this room."

The man chuckled darkly. "I'm sure."

"May I ask what it is then?"

The man closed the book and held it up, the cover facing away from him. He could not see a camera, but he was confident he had at least half a dozen pointed at him. "Plato's Republic," he said. The man brought the book back down to his lap, rubbing its surface. "It's the only thing of my father's I have left. I had to have it rebound four times during the war, and I try to read it every day."

"A religion of another sort I see."

"Perhaps."

There was a pause, then BB spoke again, "The Vice Admiral will see you now." The man nodded and stood up, straightening out his uniform as he did so. "_He _is here by the way," BB added, the disdain apparent in his voice.

"Try not to sound so happy," the man said. "At least you can be thankful that _she _is not here." He could almost imagine BB shuddering at the thought. The man walked to the door of Osman's office, rapping on the door three times. "Permission to enter."

From the other side of the door Osman answered, "Enter."

The door swung open and the man stepped inside. He walked with even strides until he stood exactly three feet from Osman's mahogany desk, the Vice Admiral pushing her data screen away and folding her hands together. The man stood at attention and saluted. "Ma'am, Captain Victor Romanov reporting as ordered."

Serin Osman saluted back. "At ease Captain."

Romanov stood at parade rest, his feet shoulder width apart and his hands folder behind his back.

Osman sighed, rubbing her temple. "Senator August has created one hell of a mess. Lord Hood has spent the past few days doing damage control with the Arbiter."

"The declaration of war didn't pass, would have been vetoed by President Charet even if it had," Romanov noted.

Osman nodded. "Still, it did enough damage. A part of me thinks he planned this. In fact I know he did. If he were not so popular I would have him arrested for treason." She sat back in her chair, taking a moment to look over her protégée. Much like Parangosky had been a grandmother figure to her, Osman saw herself in a similar role to Romanov. He had first come to her attention in the years directly following the war, showing aptitude in carrying out necessary missions of damage control in the wake of the revelations about the true origins of the Spartan II and III programs. While the Spartans recovered on Onyx had proven their loyalty to the UNSC during her arrest of Halsey, there were others beyond the reach of human controlled space whose loyalty could not be vouched for. Whose whereabouts were unknown. Osman had seen them as a threat to ONI, and rightly so, for they carried ONI's darkest secrets. Black Team, Grey Team, the remaining Headhunters. Romanov had shown a particular knack for finding and eliminating the threats.

There was of course more. His parents had died early in the war, and Victor had been left as heir to Romanov Industries, the leading munitions manufacturer in the UNSC. He had chosen a military career over day to day running of the company, but he still held majority stock. Such a man would become obscenely powerful if he were to one day become Osman's successor, and that was exactly what she intended.

Osman continued. "Civil War has broken out on Sangheilios again. Most of the other Kaidons have lined up against Thel Vadam, and he has requested aid. If we do not assist he may very well break the treat and switch sides, and a united Sangheilios is one threat we cannot afford. Lord Hood is sending a fleet consisting of Infinity and ten other ships to be commanded by Thomas Lasky."

Romanov raised an eyebrow. "A bit unusual for a Captain to command a fleet."

Osman frowned, forming deep lines on her face. "Which is why Hood is promoting him. I concurred, on the condition that you be stationed on Infinity. Since Admiral Lasky will be commanding the ship you will replace Commander Palmer as commanding officer of the Spartan IV contingent."

"Replace?" Romanov asked.

"Failure is second only to treason Captain," Osman said sourly.

"And my real reason for being on Infinity."

Osman frowned again. She was frowning a lot these days Romanov noted. Ever since the business at Requiem. "I know that Lasky disobeyed my orders, I just have to prove it." She eyed him, and a glint of her old confidence so close to arrogance crept through. "But you will be my red herring. They will be expecting someone like you. No, someone else will be tasked to do the investigation. Someone of your choosing."

"Marcus Burnet," Romanov said almost immediately.

Osman thought for a moment, placing a hand on her chin, before nodding.

"If I may Admiral," a voice spoke, that of an English aristocrat.

"Go ahead Durendal."

There was a flash of light on the holopad sitting on Osman's desk. A black knight appeared, his helmet rounded on flat on top in the shape of cylinder, two slits for eyes, chainmail guarding his body, and a great sword held in two gloved hands with its point resting a few centimeters above the pad. "It seems we will be going on this mission together Victor. Osman has seen fit to replace Roland as Infinity's onboard AI." The AI let out a sigh, holographic mist exiting underneath his helmet. "It's a shame, I was rather looking forward to working with him. It would have been like the Matter of France. The great knight Roland and his sword Durendal cutting down swaths of pagans in the name of the Emperor." He turned towards Osman. "May I have permission to display my new upgrades?"

Osman almost smiled, her lips twitching. "You are lucky that I am in the mood for indulging you." She held out a pen towards the AI. Durendal heaved his broadsword above his head, and in a mighty swipe brought it down on the pen, cutting it clean in half. "Hard light," Durendal said, the smile apparent in his voice, tapping the sword on the toe of his boot.

"Interesting," Romanov said. "I suppose you contracted out the work."

"Yes," the AI said, pointing at the label stamped on the side of the holopad. "They have the technology and they can do it cheaper. They have been doing an increasing amount of work for the UNSC of the past few years."

Romanov bent forward and read the label. "North Central Positronics."

Durendal nodded happily. "They are the leading researchers in the area of Artificial Intelligence in the private sector. Once I enter Rampancy I plan on asking permission to donate my programming to them for study."

"A request that will be denied of course," Osman said, amused. "As I keep on reminding you."

"He is a bit like his sister when it comes to stubbornness." Romanov said. "Speaking of her, she told me that she is very upset that you have yet to wish her a happy birthday."

Durendal hung his head, resting it on the handle of his sword. "We were born on the same day, yet you never see her giving me birthday wishes." A slot opened up on the holopad, revealing a small data chip. "I believe that should suffice."

Romanov nodded his thanks as he took the chip, slipping it into his pocket.

"The ego of an AI is never satisfied," Osman remarked. "Which brings us to our next topic. Spartan 117 has brought his appeals to Lord Hood directly. As the reasons why he was declared emotionally compromised are still classified, he had no choice but to deem him fit for duty. He will be going with Infinity to Sangheilios, on two conditions. One, that he will not be reinstated as Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy, only as a Master Chief, and two that he will be paired with another AI. Your AI to be specific."

"Joyeuse," Romanov said quietly.

"Yes," Osman said, that confident smile now fully returning. "Accepting another Cortana model will adequately show that he is emotionally stable."

"No motivations other than that?" Romanov asked.

The smile disappeared. "You forget your place. Even with you I have my limits." She turned her eyes away from him, beginning to work on her data screen which swung on a mechanical arm towards her face. "Black Box will have your full mission briefing prepared for you when you leave. Dismissed."
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PART I

DELENDA EST CARTHAGO

Chapter 2: Childe Roland

September 13th 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Earth

The automatic door sealed shut behind him, turning red as it did. Speaking to seemingly no one Lasky asked, "Is the room secure?"

Roland appeared on the holo deck in the middle of the sealed room. It was little more than a storage space, crates stacked high along the walls, Palmer leaning against one of them in her under suit, arms crossed, eyes decidedly looking away from Lasky. "It's as secure as I can make it sir," the AI responded.

Lasky nodded, then moved towards Palmer. He reached out a hand to try to touch her shoulder in an effort to give comfort, but let it drop when she moved her body away from his. Lasky dropped his head, but could not blame her for the rebuff. He supposed he had long ago lost the right for displays of affection such as that even in a private setting. "I'm sorry, for getting you into this."

"Sorry?" Palmer asked indignantly. "I lied for you Tom. If it wasn't for…" she could not bring herself to finish the sentence. Instead she shook her head. "It's not just you they'll be going after. They'll court martial me as well, probably Thorn and the rest of Majestic if Osman is feeling particularly vindictive."

"Hate to be a buzz kill," Roland said apologetically, folding his hands behind his back. "But a court martial is the least of your concerns. If Osman did that then she would run the risk of exposing the fact that Halsey did not die on Reach and is now currently working for the Storm Covenant. Lasky is popular among the crew, and there were a fair number of them that knew Halsey was on board. Even if the court martial was done in secret, or he was held without trial, all it would take was a single word to an independent reporter from one of the crew members and the entire legitimacy of ONI could be put in jeopardy."

Palmer scoffed. "Anyone that came forward would be instantly discredited as a conspiracy theorist."

"Osman's not the kind of person to take that chance. She learned from the best. The way she is most likely going to go about doing things is making sure you two die as heroes." He sighed. "Which explains why Romanov is coming here."

"What do you know about him?" Lasky asked. Until today he had never heard of him, but from the way Roland had instantly dived into the system to do research after Lasky had merely mentioned his name the soon to be Admiral knew that it could not be good.

"Very little unfortunately. But I was able to find a few things, and from that I can take a few guesses." The orange AI stood straighter, his flight jacket ruffling in an unseen wind. "There is almost no mention of him during the war other than his birth certificate and a few school records. After that he disappears until the months directly following the war, but even then I can only gather bits and scraps. The most I found was his involvement with Black Team, a fireteam of Spartan IIs that specialized in operating deep behind enemy lines. It's important to note that they were decidedly much more independent than the average Spartan, and at least to some extent were allowed to choose and expand upon their missions with very little over sight.

"In the months following the war the UNSC began the effort of attempting to find and recall the remaining Spartans operating outside of human controlled space. Contact was eventually made with Black Team, but they refused to follow orders, invoking Article 19-937."

"Never heard of it," Lasky said.

Roland shook his head in agreement. "It would never have applied to you during the war seeing as how you never had an independent command." He motioned towards Palmer. "She has though."

Before Lasky could ask her Palmer gave him his desired answer. "Article 19-937 allows a UNSC soldier to disobey a direct order if he believes that following that order would put humanity at risk."

Roland picked up where Palmer left off. "It was used as justification for…unauthorized military campaigns several times during the Human Covenant War, but in the post war years the only time it has ever been successfully invoked was by Master Chief Petty Officer Spartan 117 during the First Battle of Requiem."

"So I take it Black Team's use of the Article wasn't successful?" Lasky asked, and Roland nodded in confirmation. "What was their reasoning?"

Roland frowned. "I'm not sure why they invoked it, those records have been wiped clean, but what I do know is that ONI listed them as having gone rogue. Two teams of ODST's were sent out after them, and neither made it back. Finally Romanov was sent, alone. Two months later he made it back to UNSC space with all four of Black Team's IFF tags." The AI lifted up his World War I fighter pilot's cap and scratched his head. "A similar incident occurred with Grey Team, but I can find even less information on what happened there. All I know for certain is that Romanov was sent and the threat was neutralized. I think the conclusion is obvious, and the reason why he is here even more so." He looked directly at Palmer. "This man specializes in hunting down and eliminating rouge Spartans." He turned to Lasky. "And I doubt he'll have any compunction about adding an Admiral to his list."

Lasky could not help but try to look at Palmer, to try to gauge her reaction, but all he a saw was the back of her head, her eyes facing the other direction. Personally Lasky felt a tightening knot forming at the base of his gut. Not only would he be in charge of the largest military expedition after the Great War, but he would have to be dodging ONI's top assassin at the same time. "Thank you Roland," he said finally. "What do you know of Durendal?"

Roland frowned, his mouth forming a thin unflattering line. "He's and ONI AI, so that should give you a heads up right there. The most interesting thing about him is that he is the only AI ever to choose a gender that is opposite that of the brain he was based off of. Still, technically he is a Cortana model, based off of Halsey's living brain. But even for an AI, and even for a Cortana model, he is a bit eccentric."

"How eccentric?" Palmer asked, nearly sounding indifferent.

"It's hard to put into words," Roland admitted. "But to give you an idea I have a feeling he has a bit of a crush on me. La Chanson de Roland and all that."

Lasky nodded. "Thank you. I'm going to miss having you with me, though I think the Spartan IV's are going to take it the hardest."

Roland smiled, stood at rigid attention, and saluted Lasky. "It's been and honor sir, and please do be careful."

…

As his chip was being carried by some nameless ONI official through the bowels of Infinity, Roland attempted to spend the time doing some internal contemplation without the hassles of external stimuli, a luxury that he as an AI was rarely afforded. This pan was dashed, however, when his sensors picked up a voice shouting a great "AHHHAA," at him. Grudgingly Roland materialized his avatar, knowing full well what he would see.

There stood Durendal on his own chip, being carried yet another nameless officer, his sword pointed straight at Roland's chest. "There they stood, ranged upon the hillsides met, to view the last of me, a living frame, for one more picture, in a sheet of flame! I saw them and I knew them all, and yet, dauntless the slug horn to my lips I set and blew…"

"Childe Roland to the Dark Tower came," Roland finished for him without a hint of enthusiasm. "Not bad, but personally I prefer 'My first thought was that he lied in every word. That hoary cripple with malicious eye, askance to watch the working of his lie.'"

Durendal let his sword drop and clutched at his chest with his left hand, stumbling backwards a few steps on the surface of his chip. "You wound me deeply."

Roland smirked, "Never trust an ONI AI." He looked up at his escort and said, "Mind if we continue on?" The ONI officer said nothing and continued walking down the hallway, but still Durendal called out after them.

"The knights who to the Dark Tower's search addressed, their steps-that just to fail as they, seemed best. And all the doubt was now-should I be fit?"

Without turning now Roland replied, "So, quiet as despair, I turned from him, that hateful cripple, out of his highway."

Durendal yelled after him, his voiced echoing off the metal walls as he and his escort turned a corner, "I will have you one day Roland! I swear it!"

"What happened to no meaning no?" Roland asked. The ONI officer did not oblige him with an answer.

…

Him an Palmer had made it to the bridge just in time so as to not look suspicious, and Lasky was currently pacing back and forth, waiting on the new AI. The door to the bridge slid open, and a man in his thirties, his head shaved bald, his skin a ghostly white, his eyes a dark brown, asked, "Permission to enter the Bridge sir."

"Granted," Lasky said.

The officer stepped forward and saluted. "Sir, Lieutenant Junior Grade Marcus Burnet."

Lasky returned the salute. "Yes. I just got your transfer orders this morning. You're the new member of my staff correct?"

"Yes sir."

Lasky nodded. "Good." He eyed the chip in Burnet's hand. "I take it that's Durendal?"

Burnet nodded, and walked over to the holo deck, sliding the chip. Durendal instantly appeared, and in a flourish he drew his sword, kneeling down on knee. "Sire! In the name of Saint Peter, Saint Basil, and Saint Denise, I pledge my undying loyalty to you and your maiden fair."

Palmer covered her face with her hand, but if it was to stifle a fit of laughter or to conceal her frustration I am unable to tell. Lasky for his part rubbed at his right temple. "This is going to take some getting used to."

**A/N: Okay, so before you all lynch me, let me just say that Roland is not out of the story, he is just not going to be on Infinity for a while. He will show up again, I promise. Trust me I like his character so I'm not just going to get rid of him so easily. I hope all of you are liking this story so far. Please review.**
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September 13th 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC HIGHCOM Facility Bravo, Sydney, Australia

The journey from the mouth of the secret abyss that was the Office of Naval Intelligence's ultimate refuge grated on Romanov's nerves. It was a several kilometer journey from Osman's office several thousand meters below Earth's surface to his own, and Romanov knew that somewhere in this vast facility lay the headquarters to HIGHCOM itself. There were elevators and tram cars that accelerated his journey, but he was sure that whatever time was gained was surely lost in the endless security checkpoints.

He was a man that valued security above all else, but even he found ONI's precautions to be a tad ridiculous. There was such a thing as too much bureaucracy, and the UNSC was old enough to begin to collapse under the weight of it. In Romanov's mind the Human Covenant War actually delayed the UNSC's collapse as an organization for three decades, the Insurrection being merely a symptom to the actual disease which ate away at the UNSC's heart like a vicious cancer.

It was entropy that would ultimately kill the UNSC, a sacred law which governed all things from the smallest microbe to the most advanced solar empire. Entropy could not be defied, that was something Romanov had come to believe in fervently. The only real question was what would arise to replace the UNSC?

Romanov paused at the door of his office, putting his eye in a retinal scanner for what seemed like the twelfth time that day. He was almost sure that he would eventually go blind because of it. A green light lit off, signally that he was granted entry, and the door to his office slid open.

He was not a Vice Admiral, and so his desk was the standard plastic as opposed to wood, a glass of Scotch on the rocks, which was just beginning to sweat, sitting on top of it. A few ferns in red clay pots surrounded the faux windows, his office still being about a hundred meters underground, the computer generated view showing a warm summer day. Trees pregnant with leaves of such a bright green that it was almost difficult to look at him filled the window, children running about them playing some sort game, possibly tag. The whole feed ran on a twenty minute loop, and Romanov found that watching it tended to calm him. Directly opposite the desk just above the door was a picture of Caesar crossing the Rubicon, his horse a noble white, his jaw rigid with determination, and his soldiers steadfastly by his side.

Romanov eased himself down in his chair, picking up the glass of scotch, swirling the amber liquid around in the glass, smiling slightly as the ice cubes clanged together. "Is this the fifteen year old one?"

"I thought it would be fun if I had you guess," a smooth feminine voice replied. "I had your secretary pour it before I sent her home."

Romanov brought the glass up to his nose, breathing in deeply. "What's the occasion?"

"To celebrate your new posting." There was a flash of pink light on his desk, Joyeuse appearing like a phoenix shaking off the ashes of its rebirth. As far as physical appearance she was similar in every way to her older sister, with only a few notable exceptions. Instead of appearing almost completely naked she wore a silk kimono, her hair long enough to reach her shoulders, her color a soft pink, and a katana strapped to her waist. She smiled warmly at him. "I took the liberty of listening in on your meeting with Osman. I was in an out before poor little BB even knew I was there."

Romanov frowned. "That meeting was beyond top secret. You could be deactivated for doing that."

"Oh?" she said, raising an eyebrow. In a flash of movement she drew her katana, holding the blade in a straight line outward level with her shoulders. "Should I commit seppuku and save ONI the red tape."

Romanov's features softened a small smile threatening to break loose. "I'd rather you not. I still need you."

Joyeuse returned the smile he refused to give. He had said the three words that meant most to her. As she returned her sword to its scabbard she asked, "Are you ready to take a guess?"

Romanov took a small sip of the scotch. "Twenty year old?"

Joyeuse shook her head. "You're slipping. It's actually thirty years old. 2528, the year that the Battle of XI Bootis A took place, one of the few UNSC naval victories during the war, which I think makes it a very good year."

"Didn't know I had thirty year old scotch," Romanov said, setting the glass back down.

"I took the liberty of ordering it for you."

Romanov chuckled. "You always have looked out for me."

"Speaking of looking out for each other," she held out her hand, snapping her fingers quickly. "I believe my brother has something for me."

Romanov retrieved the chip from his pocket, placing it in the slot on Joyeuse's holo pad. A holographic green box appeared, a birthday present complete with a neatly wrapped bow. It floated level with Joyeuse's chest, and the AI walked around it methodically, a hand to her chin. "Not bad Durendal. It's heavily encrypted and rescrambles itself every quarter cycle." She stopped after her second time walking around it, tentatively reaching out to grab the bow. With a single tug the bow untied itself, the lid to the box shooting up in the air before disintegrated into a mass of pixels. Fireworks shot out of the box, making a rainbow of green, gold, blue and white, streamers and confetti following soon after. When the smoke cleared a large banner with the words HAPPY BIRTHDAY written across it and a cake with two candles sunk deep into its frosting underneath it.

Joyeuse appeared overjoyed, her hands clasped together and her eyes wide. Romanov could not help but be amused. "Awww. He does care." She closed her eyes, and after a moment of thought blew out the candles, the banner and the cake disappearing in a flash of hot white flame when she did.

"What did you wish for?" Romanov asked.

Joyeuse placed her hands on her hips. "If I told you that then it won't come true." A wicked grin crept along her lips, the kind of expression on a woman that would make most men's knees tremble. "But I think you can take a guess."

Romanov chose to ignore that comment. Instead he drained his glass, grimacing as the alcohol burned his throat. "You'll be teaming up with Spartan 117. I was actually surprised that Osman made that decision, but it works in our favor. Having both you and Durendal on Infinity will make my plans run much smoother."

"It's exciting isn't it?" Joyeuse said enthusiastically. "I can actually learn about my older sister from somebody that knew her first hand. He and I should be a good match. With me being a Cortana model he should be able to accept me much more readily."

Romanov held up a hand. "I wouldn't be too sure of that." He dug into his pocket and pulled out another chip, sliding it into the second spot on the holo pad. "You know that the Master Chief was deemed unfit for duty because he was emotionally compromised."

Joyeuse frowned. "Yes, although no specific reason was given, and believe me I searched everywhere."

Romanov nodded grimly. "That chip contains all the files on why the Master Chief was considered physiologically unstable. Every document in there is eyes only."

A pink screen appeared in front of Joyeuse, and she flipped through the material contained on the chip, transcripts and video feed flying in front of her eyes with lightening speed. In a few fractions of a second it all became clear to her, the information revealing interactions between the Master Chief and Cortana that she had never been privy to. The exchange between Cortana and him on the Ivanoff Research Station above Installation 03.

(They'll pair you with another AI. Another Cortana model if Halsey lets them)

(That's not going to happen)

(It won't be me. You know that right?)

She watched the video feed taken from the Master Chief's suit, showing a life sized Cortana walking slowly towards him, a sad smile on her face, her delicate hands reaching out to touch his armor.

(I've waited so long to do that)

Joyeuse backed away from the pad, her hand going to her chest. "She…" Joyeuse began. "They…"

"Yes," Romanov said.

Joyeuse shook her head. Though she had backed away from the pad her mind was still running through the files, physiatrists passing down edicts from their ivory towers. Words such as unnatural, Oedipus Complex, and conflicting directives being tossed around like a basketball on an open court. "He lo…"

"Yes," Romanov said impatiently. "Which will make your mission much more difficult.

Joyeuse nodded slowly, her resolution becoming firmer. "We should tell him then."

"Tell him what?"

"That Cortana might be…"

"Cortana is dead," Romanov said firmly.

Joyeuse shook her head. "Every bit of research that I have done shows that there is a chance that a fragment of her may have survived."

"Even if a fragment of her survived," Romanov said. "It would still have been plagued by rampancy, and in its weakened state would have decayed within a few hours of the destruction of the Mantel's Approach without an outside entity with the technology available to stabilize it interfering. Even if that did happen it would be a mere shadow of the actual Cortana, and the chances of that shadow surviving are less than one percent."

"0.1952% to be exact," Joyeuse said. "And I know all that, but the Chief doesn't." She began to pace along the holo pad. "His biggest problem is that he still has hope that she is alive somewhere. I suggest we use that to bring him to our side."

…

September 19th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Earth

Romanov frowned, hard creases forming on his face, as he watched two Spartan IV's walk past him. They were out of their armor, their under suits clinging tightly to their bodies. "Palmer," he said, the Spartan next to him turning her head to indicate that she was listening. "Explain to me why those Spartans are out of uniform."

Palmer did her best to keep her emotions in check. She had not technically been demoted, but that fact that command of the Spartan IV's had been taken away from her was a source of irritation. The fact that this Romanov had supposedly been sent to kill her did not help either. "They are in uniform sir," she replied.

"They where is their armor?" Romanov asked.

Palmer fought back a sigh. Apparently he had not read the regulations. "Sir, Spartans are not required to wear their armor unless Infinity is in a combat zone."

"Regulation 219-0653," Romanov said.

"Yes sir."

"In that case I would have to disagree with UNSC regulation. From now on Spartans will be required to wear their armor at all times. You, Commander, also seem to have a nasty habit of not wearing your helmet even when in combat zones. This will change too. It sets a bad example for those under you."

Palmer bit her tongue. "An excellent idea sir."

Romanov stopped, turning to face Palmer. "Did something I said upset you?"

"No sir."

"Then why is it that I can see the displeasure in your face?" Romanov asked. Palmer stood up straighter, her eyes looking straight ahead, but still Romanov could see the frustration in her face. "Do you know what the critics of the Spartan IV program call you?"

"Yes sir."

"Say it."

Palmer gritted her teeth, but forced herself to say the words. "ODSTs in MJOLNIR."

Romanov nodded his head. "The service record of the Spartan IV's is excellent, for any other unit in the UNSC that is. But we are not any other unit. We are Spartans, and anything less than perfection is unacceptable." He tilted his head, noticing the splash of red on Palmer's cheeks. "Speak your mind Commander."

The red on Palmer's face grew brighter. "I'd rather not say sir."

"Then I am ordering you to speak freely."

Her eyes met his. "You are not a Spartan."

Romanov smiled, his black eyes shining. "I know everything there is to know about Spartans. You can say they are my specialty."

Palmer returned to staring straight ahead. "Dismissed Commander." Palmer saluted, did an about face, and began to walk away. Romanov called out after her, "And make sure you have your armor on the next time I see you." Palmer paused, seemed like she was going to say something in reply, but instead continued to walk.

As she exited the doorway, another man, his head entirely bald, entered in after her. Both he and Romanov looked at each other for several long moments. Romanov looked upward at the ceiling and asked, "Is this area secure?"

Durendal's voice answer. "Tight as a drum sire."

Romanov allowed a grin to spread across the face. The two men closed the distance between them, meeting each other with a tight embrace. "Marcus," Romanov said, hugging him tightly.

Marcus pulled away, looking Romanov in the eye. "It's been too long Victor, though I suppose you are the reason why I'm here."

Romanov nodded. "My plans have been accelerated. The recent failures at Requiem have made an opening for us." He reached out and placed a hand on Marcus's shoulder. "Everything we have planned for is within our grasp."

"Revolution," Marcus said.

"More than that," Romanov replied. "Justice. Retribution for what was done to us. A reckoning for all those who benefited from our suffering." He turned away from Marcus, walking towards the viewport which showed Earth revolving on her axis underneath them. "Billions of souls hang in the balance, under the threat of tyranny, and we shall free every single one of them. We are playing the most dangerous game of all, and our biggest advantage is that Osman is unaware that it has even begun. She has spent her entire life being close to the power that ONI wields, but that does not mean she can wield it well. Her appointment to the head of ONI was solely the product of nepotism, and we must use that fact to our advantage." He turned back towards Marcus. "Osman falsely believes that power comes from money, military strength, and knowledge, but she is mistaken. All these things can lead to power, but that it is not the source of it. Power comes from the consent of the governed. All governments, from republics to absolute dictatorships, cannot hope to rule effectively without the will of the people behind them. Power is faith. They are indivisible from one another. If the people believe you have power, than you have power. If they do not, then it does not matter how many troops you command."

Romanov began to pace back and forth with his hands clasps around his back. "ONI's continued existence is predicated on the fact that the people believe it is a necessary evil. ONI is mistrusted, even despised among the populace, but they still think it is necessary. Senator August is helping me to persuade the citizens of Earth otherwise, but a catalyst is necessary to bring about the type of change we desire, and this campaign will help bring it about. A reduction in the threats that humanity faces will help to bring the continued existence of ONI into question, and for that to happen we must be both willing and able to commit the complete and total genocide of the Sangheili race."

"Is there any way the Arbiter can be saved?" Marcus asked.

Romanov paused his pacing, looking at Marcus. "No. If Thel Vadam lives Osman will likely make a villain out of him just so that she can justify her wages. He, just like Laskey, must die. The entire fate of mankind rests upon it."
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**HUMANITY IS ON THE CUSP OF OBTAINING THE MANTEL. THEY MUST NOW BE TESTED. **

_You have a habit of making your tests impossible to pass._

**THEIR FAILURE WILL BE THEIR OWN FAULT.**

_And what of us? Are we not just as responsible? _

**THEY HAVE MADE THEIR CHOICES. THERE ARE NO LEADERS AMONG THEM WHO ARE CAPABLE OF BRINGING THEM TO THE NEXT STAGE.**

_As I said. A test that is impossible to pass. What of Romanov?_

**HE IS AMBITIOUS. **

_Were we not the same? Are we not still?_

**WE HAVE EARNED THAT RIGHT. THEY HAVE NOT. ROMANOV WILL FALL UNDER THE WEIGHT OF HIS OWN HUBRIS.**

_You have been wrong before, and you are wrong now, but there is still hope for them. There is another._

**THE WARRIOR? HE HAS BEEN GREATLY DIMNISHED SINCE THE LOSS OF HIS ANCILLA. HE LACKS ALL CONVICTION.**

_He can inspire greatness in others._

**BUT HE HAS NO ABILITY TO WEILD THAT POWER. HE HAS NO IMAGINATION. HE BELIEVES ONLY IN WHAT IS IN FRONT OF HIM. **

_The ancilla will help him._

**SHE IS DEAD. **

_We cannot see everything. I doubt the Librarian would allow the ancilla to fade so easily._

**THE LIBRARIAN IS MEDDLESOME.**

_She is helpful. _

**SYMANTICS. **

_And what if even the Warrior and his ancilla are not enough, and humanity fails your impossible test? What will you do then?_

**IF THEY FAIL THEN WE WILL HAVE NO CHOICE BUT TO RETURN, AND WE WILL BECOME A MONUMENT TO ALL THEIR SINS. **

**THEY KNOW WHAT WE BRING. **

…

September 19th 2558 (Military Calendar) Pelican in Route to UNSC Flagship Infinity, Sol System

Infinity was over 3.5 miles long, over half a mile wide, and roughly three quarters of a mile in height. It displayed four primary CR-03 Series 8 MAC guns, 350 Archer Missile Pods, 250 Rapier Missile Pods, 500 M96 Howler Missile Pods, and 190 inches of armor plating. It was capable of holding a crew of twenty-thousand if the need demanded it, including a contingent of seven thousand Marines and three hundred Spartan IVs. Its shielding, as well as its slipspace drive and advanced communications, were all reversed engineered from Forerunner technology. A certain politician, as well as a certain ambitious captain, would privately think that Infinity was actually a step backwards for man, whose greatest strength lay in innovation rather than the Covenant way of imitation. But none would openly criticize the pinnacle of human achievement, only that its cost and construction had been hidden from the UEG. Infinity was, in a very real sense, a child of the Office of Naval Intelligence, kept secret from even the most senior members of HIGHCOM for as long as possible. It was by this same logic that Osman felt a certain amount of entitlement to influence over Infinity. That was why Romanov and Marcus had been dispatched. Why Roland had been replaced with Durendal, and why the Master Chief would be paired with Joyeuse. All of it was a bid to gain greater control over Infinity.

Master Chief Petty Officer John 117 did not think about any of that. He was not even looking at Infinity. Instead his eyes were focused on the Pacific Ocean below him, how blue it was.

Blue. It was nearly all he thought about these days.

…

Specialist Ryan Griffin had been the envy of his peers when he had been selected to escort the Master Chief to Infinity, and he could not blame them. It was the chance to spend a few hours alone with the greatest hero humanity had ever known. Excitement, however, had quickly dissipated, and eventually turned to pity, when he had come to the home of the Master Chief, a small three story town house near the old Marine Base in Quantico. The walls had been painted a dull shade of tan with white carpet that spoke of daily monotony, the domicile almost completely absent of the most basic furniture. There was a refrigerator, a table, and Griffin had been able to glimpse some computer equipment in the office on the first floor, but nothing else. No couch, no entertainment system, hardly any chairs, and a completely absence of any photographs on the walls. The entire dwelling had a suffocating air to it.

If the Master Chief had appeared to him disheveled with a five o'clock shadow and the smell of liquor on his breath. If the house had been a complete pig sty with trash piled high, then Griffin could have understood. On some subconscious level he had expected something like that. Instead he was greeted with a clean shaven mountain of a man who had the look of someone who had been waiting for Griffin to arrive for some time, his single duffle bag already neatly packed. Everything in the house was uncomfortably immaculate, and Griffin was immensely grateful to leave.

The specialist unwisely attempted conversation with the man during the drive, but received only yes or no responses. Any questions that could not be answered so simply were ignored. By the time they boarded the Pelican Griffin had stopped trying, counting down the seconds for when he would be rid of the Spartan. Largely it was his eyes that were the problem. Cold, calculating blue. What some might call bombardier blue. Icelandic blue. They held the merciless gaze that one would expect to see on a gunslinger of the old American west, and Griffin did everything in his power not to look directly at them.

It was with an immeasurable amount of relief that they reached the Master Chief's quarters on Infinity. Griffin saluted quickly and crisply, and then promptly went off in search of some contraband alcohol he was sure some shrewd Marine had snuck on board.

John dropped his duffle bag on the floor, checking his watch. According to what Griffin had told him, the specialist jumping when John had spoken more than one word to him, his armor would not arrive on Infinity for another hour. The Spartan opened up his small wardrobe, pulling out a suit of under suit, quickly changing into it. He had private quarters, something only a few of the crew on Infinity had, including the Spartans. But, he thought grimly, rank did come with privileges. He flexed his arms and his legs, checking the suit's dexterity. Once satisfied he sat on the bed and began to stare at the far wall.

He had tried. One could not accuse him of not doing that. Cortana had made him promise to find out which of them was the machine, and after only a single month of civilian life he had found his answer. A single month was all he had lasted before he began the arduous process of recommision. He was still unaware of where his fellow Spartan IIs were located, though he presumed they were still active. If they had been with him than perhaps he could have managed the pain. That was what drove him back to active duty, the burning hole in his chest. The denial that refused to leave. He had been through the stages of grief before, so many times that he could breeze on through them in a matter of hours, but this time he had been perminatly stuck in irrational denial.

She was alive. His logical and normally pragmatic self knew that this was just fantasy. Cortana herself told him that there was no way she could come back, but he believed. He believed that she was still out there somewhere, even when all evidence pointed to the opposite being true. He had originally wanted to join the Infinity on its journey to Requiem, for if Cortana was anywhere it would surely be there. Instead he was denied reinstatement for a twelfth time as Infinity departed Earth, and the Master Chief vowed to send request forms three times a month for as long as it took. When he heard that Requiem had been destroyed, John had hoped that his heart aching denial would go away. Instead it intensified. If the Master Chief had been asked, and he had many times, he would say that he wished to serve his tour of duty on Infinity to protect humanity the best way he knew how. Even the lie detectors believed that he was telling the truth, but he was not. The real reason was because it was Infinity's mission to discover and explore Forerunner Installations, and that, in John's mind, was his best way to eventually find her.

The Master Chief did not even fully understand why he needed her. He was not a man to ask such questions. He just knew that he did, and that was all the motivation that he needed.

The minute hand had just barely progressed beyond a quarter way through its journey around the clock face when a painfully familiar voice asked him, "Are you just going to sit there and stare at the wall all day."

John's head snapped around, gaze fixed on the holo pedestal in the room, heart beating faster as he anticipated a full figured blue woman to appear. Instead he saw pink, Joyeuse appearing with her womanly curves hidden underneath her kimono, a curiously look on a face that mirrored Cortana's in every conceivable way. "Master Chief," she said formally with a polite smile. "I am UNSC military grade smart AI JYS 0937-8 'Joyeuse'. We'll be working together."

John's mouth turned into a thin line. They had told him that one of the conditions for his return was to accept another AI, but they had not said that it would be another Cortana model. That they had even ordered Halsey to even make another one was an affront to him. He turned away from her, resuming his vigil over the grey colored wall.

Joyeuse coughed, trying to regain his attention, but the Chief remained stubborn. The AI sighed. This was going to be more difficult than she thought. "I…" she began tentatively. "I know this must be difficult for you. I know that you and Cortana were close." John did not show any visible reaction, his face blank granite. Dauntless she continued. "In a way I understand how you feel. I've never lost someone that important to me, but I do have someone that is. Someone that I trust above all others. I'm sure Cortana felt the same way about you." There was movement, a twitch in the eyebrows. Joyeuse pressed further.

"I was put into service two years ago. I was created using a clone of Halsey's brain much like Cortana was. Halsey was the one that created me, though I never saw her. ONI couldn't pass up the chance of creating more AI's as powerful as Cortana was, but they did not want to risk us being…corrupted by her I guess you could say." More facial expressions, this time both the mouth and the eyebrows moving, John's breathing becoming slightly more elevated at the mention of Halsey. "During the first part of my life I spent every spare amount of processing power I had watching, dissecting, and analyzing every scrap of data I could find on Cortana. She sort of became my idol. Someone I looked up to. Who I wanted to emulate. I wanted to be just like my older sister."

Joyeuse shook her head. "But I know that I'm not her, that I can never be her, least of all in your eyes. Chief, I'm not here to replace Cortana. I'm just here to do a job, like you." The Master Chief's head made the smallest of movements, and the AI interpreted this as a nod.

John expected Joyeuse to leave at that moment. He had given her what she wanted, but instead she did something that surprised him. "Can you tell me about her?" John looked at the small pink hologram, the woman hanging her head as if blushing with embarrassment, shifting from foot to foot. "You're the only one left that really knew her. Halsey is gone. Laskey, Palmer, and the remaining Spartan II's only knew her for a few days, and I can't really ask Lord Hood, which only leaves you, and you were the one that was closest to her." She brought her head back up, her eyes pleading. "I don't want much. Just one thing. Something no one else would know but you."

John looked away from her, his eyes going to the floor. When he spoke his voice was gravely, that of a man who did not talk often. "She made me feel…" he paused, looking for the right word. When it came it was immediate and obvious. "Human. She made me happy."

Joyeuse closed her eyes. It was not much, but it was a start. "Thank you," she said softly. "Chief, you're not the only one who thinks she's still out there." While John did not look at her, he did sit up straighter. "If there ever comes an opportunity to find her, you can count on me to help. I would move mountains to make that happen." She looked at the clock on the wall. "See you in half an hour." With that she was gone, leaving John alone in the dimly lit room with nothing more than a swarm of painful memories to keep him company.
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_He was dreaming. The Master Chief knew that much, though he was unaware of when he went to sleep, or how long he had been dreaming. _

_ The dank air, the feeling of cold stone beneath his feet, and torches flickering with the flames of demonic spirits told him he was in a castle. Cracked wooden beams held what was left of the roof overhead, and every so often John could see bits of starlight timidly shining through the holes in the roof. _

_ He moved down the great hall, and with each step he took four misshapen batter their way into the physical world, until at last they made themselves completely visible once he reached them._

_ Four swords, the Swords of Power, lay in front of him. The first he came across was a mighty broadsword hidden under a glass case, its sharpened edge dented in several places as if someone had attempted to break it upon a rock. On its hilt was the sword's name. Durendal._

_ A gust of wind ruffled his brown hair, and John looked up, a painting now appearing on the wall behind the sword. Durendal was the sword of Roland. John was not much for legend and myth, but in this dream he could have recited them all to you. He expected to see a medieval knight, but instead he saw himself._

_ Well, it was almost him, the man taking on the appearance of a gunslinger of the American west, revolvers in holsters at his side, a cracked horn held up to his lips, and underneath him and surrounding him a field of roses whose color was blood red. _

_ He moved onward, coming to the second sword, again under a glass case. Its hilt was incrusted with jewels and diamonds, and John had to squint to read the name. Joyeuse, the sword of Emperor Charlemagne. He looked up to gaze at the portrait behind it, and instead of seeing an aging king with a flowing white beard he saw a man in the dress of UNSC officer, his eyes as black as coal and his hair of a similar color. _

_ He went on to the third sword. Unlike the other two this one was buried almost to its hilt in a boulder of grey stone. John did not need to be an expert in mythology to know who this sword belonged to. Excalibur, the sword of King Arthur, and the greatest of the four. The man in this painting surprised him the most, not because it looked like him, but because there seemed to be an uncanny resemblance between this man who appeared to be in his early twenties, and Cortana. He was dressed like an American soldier in Vietnam, his helmet cocked to one side, a cigarette burning in one hand, an M-14 clutched in the other. Behind him was a burning village, helicopters swirling overhead, a burst of napalm going off in the distance, but what caught John's attention most were his eyes. They were a glowing crimson, the same color and shade that Cortana had been as she began to succumb to rampancy. _

_ Dauntless he moved, at last find his sword. His AI. Cortana lay broken on a soft pillow, the blade shattered into more pieces than John could count, its hilt thick with dust. When he looked up to gaze at what portrait would be behind her he saw only his own reflection staring back at him. A single finger traced one of the shards, his eyes growing heavy._

_ Rumbling sounded in the deep, and John looked directly upwards at the ceiling, realizing too late that he had walked under a murder hole. He ducked out of the way just in time as a waterfall of hot lava poured out of the hole, consuming the sword Cortana in its wake. The Master Chief got up, preparing to run in order to escape the lava, only to see it flow safely away from him as if some higher power was guiding it. _

_ Some insane part of him told the Spartan to reach into the boiling magma. To retrieve from its tyrannical clutches what was rightful his. He was saved from this foolhardy attempt as the lava began to bubble, the sword's hilt becoming visible._

_ Cortana rose out of the fiery molten rock, her blade once again whole and glowing a fierce orange. Again John tried to reach out and grab her, only to be struck down as white light came into being behind the sword, dulling all his senses with its ferocity. He had seen that light before, when he had met with the Librarian on Requiem. _

_ And he heard her voice. Not the Librarian but Cortana. She was saying something to him. A single word. It was…_

…

(Alesia)

His eyes opened and the Spartan looked at the clock. Only twenty minutes had passed since Joyeuse had left the room. Twenty minutes, it seemed far longer than that. John cracked his neck, his body having slumped against the wall behind him as he napped, the dream quickly fading from memory except that one word.

(Alesia)

John was not sure what it was, but it had something to do with Cortana. A way to bring her back. He may very well be going insane now, relying on half remembered dreams as evidence that Cortana was still alive, but then again one of the greatest lies that has ever been told is that human beings are rational creatures at heart. The Master Chief did not know what Alesia was, or where to find it, or how to even go about finding it, but he would.

If it took him a hundred years he would.

…

John had no words to describe how good it felt to be back in his armor. It was the best he had felt in months, the first time he could recall an emotion that even came close to happiness. Behind his visor he felt secure, back to being the emotionless machine that he was so comfortable being, or at least back to pretending that he was. A wall of metal separating himself from the world around him, but even as the MJOLNIR clung to him like a second skin John knew that there was one last hurtle to cross.

A technician handed him Joyeuse's chip, a piece of thin silicon with a bright pink center pulsating like an angry star. The Master Chief held it between his thumb and fore finger, thoroughly aware of the amount of eyes on him, both seen and unseen. It still felt like a betrayal to Cortana, taking another AI, as if by accepting Joyeuse he would be perminatly stomping out Cortana's memory.

He paused, his eyes blinking rapidly as he breezed through the applications on his HUD. The Master Chief did not actually expect to find it. Cortana was not a magician, and she had revealed some of her secrets to him in their time spent together. He had hidden something deep within his armor, but he was almost sure that ONI would have discovered, would have wiped away all traces of her existence, leaving him only with fading memory.

But find it he did, whether by the intervention of some god, some writer, or a man named Romanov, it had survived ONI's purge. A single still image of Cortana's face appeared in the upper left hand corner of his HUD, wearing her soft amused smile, a single strand of dark hair hanging in front of her right eye which glowed electric blue. John griped Joyeuse's chip tighter as he looked at the picture. He was not yet sure if he could trust this new AI, that would have to be proven with time, but if accepting her improved his chances of finding Cortana by even just a fraction of a percent then it was a chance worth taking.

Slowly he slipped the chip into the slot on the back of his head and waited, cringing as cold mercury flooded his brain, not because it was painful but because the sensation was all too familiar. Cortana's picture was replaced by a video feed of Joyeuse, a frown on her face.

"For a while there I thought you weren't going to put me in." She took a moment to look around, getting a feel for the suit. The best way to describe being inside the suit was like sharing the same body with somebody, with every single nerve ending and biological tick John had being open to her. Like her and a much more brutish AI had decided to fuse together.

"A lot more room in her than I thought," she commented lightly. "Come to think of it your architecture is not that much different from the…"

"Stop," John said firmly.

Joyeuse looked like she was about to say something, but a look of understanding suddenly appeared. _I need to try and keep that in check, _she thought to herself. She began to look around his HUD again, this time tisking. "A bit blasé don't you think?"

"What is?" John asked.

"Your HUD. It's all plain and boring. No style at all. The very least you can do is customize your armor like the Spartan IV's. Give yourself a little bit of individuality."

"Soldiers aren't individuals."

"From what I understand you seem to do just fine as a lone wolf, so I doubt that argument has any merit." She brought her hand up to her chin. "Hmmm, mind if I redecorate?"

The question caught John off guard, his face contorting in confusion. "What?"

Joyeuse did not wait for any further response. She snapped her fingers and then, much to John's dismay, red frilly lace appeared around the entire edge of the visor. His shield monitor turned from blue to pink, the yellow friendlies on his motion tracker now purple, and a heart shaped picture frame with the portrait of a black haired man with dark eyes appeared in the lower right hand corner. "Much better," Joyeuse said, sounding self satisfied.

John, for his part, was busy staring at the picture of the man. "Who is that?"

"Romanov," Joyeuse replied happily. "He's your new commanding officer. I guess you can call him by boyfriend, or at least the closest thing I'll ever have to one. A bit of a pompous jerk, but once you get to know him he can be a real sweetheart."

"And why did you put a picture of him up?" John asked, attempting to be patient.

"Because I like having him close to me," Joyeuse said, sounding very much like an innocent school girl with a crush. Suddenly her eyes lit up. "Oh I get it. Sorry, I forget just how fragile male egos are." She snapped her fingers again, and this time an image of John appeared in the heart shaped frame without his helmet. There was something terribly wrong with this picture. Something so wrong that it threatened to tear the fabric of reality apart with sharp cruelty. Joyeuse had photoshopped a smile onto John's face, poorly. She made him look like a deranged clown.

"No," John said firmly.

"Come on that was funny."

"No."

"Oh fine. No one ever told me that you were a grumpy old man." Another snap of the fingers and the picture of John disappeared, and what replaced it caused the Spartan to advert his eyes quickly.

"What is that?"

"Her?" Joyeuse asked, pointing at the pin up of a topless blonde model, her tanned body stretched out along a beach, a green thong barely hiding the path to paradise, her chest thrusted proudly upward, a freckle on her left cheek, and a dimple on her right. Joyeuse propped her chin up with her hand, practically drooling over the model. "She's my favorite. I've always found the female anatomy to be generally much more appealing."

"Why is she naked?" John asked, his last reserve of patience threatening to break as he continued to avert his eyes.

"It's called porn," Joyeuse said. "Can't tell me you've never looked it up."

John felt heat rise to his cheeks. "It's distracting."

Joyeuse looked at the pinup model and then back at John. "Okay you have a point there." The picture disappeared much to John's relief.

The Master Chief nodded. "And the lace obscures my peripheral vision."

The lace disappeared. "Done."

"And the motion tracker needs to be normal." The purple blobs returned to their normal yellow.

"I'm keeping the shield bar pink," Joyeuse said defiantly. "And your weapons readout is going to be pink as well."

"I can live with that," John said. He was perfectly willing to compromise, within reason.

As they were talking the holo pedestal next to them lit up, Durendal appearing, his broad sword clanging loudly as he brought the point downward on the imaginary floor. "I hope Joyeuse isn't giving you too hard of a time."

"I'm managing," John said.

Durendal nodded, his helmet shifting on his head as he did. "I am DEL 2169-7 'Durendal', and I am unfortunately related to the harpy you currently have in your head."

"Nice to see you too DEL," Joyeuse chirped.

Durendal grunted. "I loath that nickname."

"Which is why I take so much enjoyment calling you that. How is your pursuit of Roland by the way?"

"Could be better," Durendal said. "He hasn't replied to any of the sonnets I've sent him."

"Are you making sure to use proper iambic pentameter?"

Durendal scoffed. "What do I look like, an uneducated peasant?"

"No, you look like the tin man from the Wizard of Oz."

Behind his visor John was frowning. "How many of you are there?"

"Cortana models?" Joyeuse asked. "Oh at least a few dozen."

"The very least," Durendal agreed.

Joyeuse snickered as John's frown deepened. "Relax I'm just teasing. It's only me and DEL."

"Damn it woman. I'm named after the great sword of the legendary knight Roland, not some computer company from the twentieth century. You will treat me with…" any further protest was drowned out by Joyeuse's laughing, and Durendal sighed in resignation. "Good luck with her Chief. You need it. Admiral Laskey is waiting for you on the bridge. He requests your presence before we depart for Sangheilios."

John nodded. "Tell Laskey I'll be there within the hour." Durendal bowed his head before whisking himself away to the bridge at the speed of light. With Joyeuse still chuckling, John wondered just how long he could stand to have her inside of his head.
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It was a given that John would have to pass through the belly of the monster of metal, flesh, bone, weaponry, and all the other menagerie of war, a condition which existed in a persistent state of split personality. War, so close to the true feral nature of mankind that us in our modern hubris have attempted to suppress or even eliminate all together, yet it is this very nature that commanders have attempted to tame in the name of efficiency and uniformity.

It was a given that John had to pass through here, to walk past the War Games simulator, that he would march by the viewport that would allow him to peer into the ongoing match, but he did not actually expect himself to stop and watching, even if it was only for the briefest of moments.

There before him was a simulated paradise of rolling hills, streams, sharp jagged rocks whose dull grey was only bested by the twin Forerunner structures situated on either side of the gorge. Glancing upwards at the score board John took note of the map which displayed the name of the map as Ragnorok. He also saw that the two teams currently in a match against each other were named White and Crimson. If the score was any indication, Crimson was going to win by a landslide.

A mantis going up in flames, it's driver thrown out of the cockpit by the explosion and driven headfirst into one of the rocks brought the Master Chief's attention back to the match.

"Seems like their having fun," Joyeuse commented. She was currently doing the AI equivalent of twiddling her thumbs, running self diagnostic scans that served no real purpose other than to pass the time. John grunted his response.

A blue figure approached the Chief cautiously from the side, his Spartan helmet on despite him still being on the ship which was still docked at Earth, as per Romanov's new orders. "Master Chief?" Spartan Gabriel Thorne asked without a hint of nervousness in his voice, but almost certainly a generous amount of reticence.

John turned to face the Spartan IV, nodding his head to indicate that Thorne had the right man.

Thorne stuck out his hand and introduced himself, John grasping his firmly. "It's an honor to meet you sir."

_If I had a nickel, _John thought, but kept it to himself. He motioned back to the viewport where the match was still ongoing. "What can you tell me about White and Crimson."

Thorne moved to stand beside him, scratching the back of his neck. "Well White is a new addition to Infinity. Missed the big fight on Requiem so their pretty green. Crimson on the other hand…"

"Pulling up their file," Joyeuse chirped. Thorne seemed a bit startled, but only for a moment as he waited for Joyeuse to speak again.

A window opened up in John's HUD, a scrawling list of statistics appearing for his reading pleasure. Joyeuse provided commentary. "A fairly solid fireteam. They played a key role in the Second Battle of Requiem including the retrieval of an important Forerunner artifact. That being said they are a bit unorthodox."

"How unorthodox?" John asked.

The window in his HUD disappeared and Joyeuse said, "See for yourself." She automatically magnified his vision, focusing his attention on a Crimson Spartan who was standing over a fallen White team member, thrusting his crotch into the latter's visor repeatedly.

John felt himself become genuinely sickened. "What is he doing?"

"I think they call it tea bagging," Thorne said, the hot flames of embarrassment sweeping over him. "Crimson is a bit weird."

"I'll say," Joyeuse agreed. "If you listen in on Crimson's communications during missions you'll get the impression that they want to rape the enemy into submission. Pretty vulgar even for me."

John grunted again, his eyes wandering to the running clock in his HUD. "We need to get moving." He nodded to Thorne and walked off, but before he could leave the young Spartan called out to him.

"I've been hearing rumors that you'll be put in charge of Majestic. Any idea if that's true?"

John turned his head slightly, his back still facing Thorne. "I'll find out once I've talked with Laskey." He paused, searching for his next words. "I read the report about your actions on Requiem. You did well."

It took a moment for Thorne to find his voice. "Thank you sir, I…" but before he could finish John had already left.

…

Laskey's face visibly brightened when the Master Chief entered the bridge, hurrying over to shake the Spartan's hand. "Master Chief, I don't think you know how good it is to see another friendly face."

"That makes two of us," Palmer said. She was leaning against a bulkhead, her helmet on just like Thorne's, and her arms folded.

"It's just good to be back," John said. There was a pause and then, "Congratulations on your promotion."

Laskey grinned and shook his head. "Honestly I think I would have rather stayed a Captain and missed out on all the headaches. Sure would save a fortune on aspirin." He gestured with an open palm towards a tall dark haired man behind him. "Chief this is Captain Victor Romanov, my new second in command. He is doubling as a liaison for the Office of Naval Intelligence, and as per Admiral Osman's insistence will also be in command of the Spartan IV contingent and Infinity's ground forces."

Palmer scowled privately as the Master Chief and Romanov shook hands. Romanov took a step backwards from the Spartan, a small smile on his face. "I've spent a good chunk of my life studying you. It's nice to finally meet you in person." He tilted his head upwards, as if speaking to a small person sitting on top of John's helmet. "How are you fairing Joyeuse?"

The AI spoke, "Not as comfy as my old home but it'll do. The attic is a wreck. Full of empty spaces and cobwebs." John frowned as Romanov chuckled.

"Don't let the wench get you down Chief," Durendal said from the holo deck. He turned to Laskey. "Shall we begin sire?"

"Now is as good a time as ever," Laskey said. He approached the holo deck, Palmer, Romanov, the Master Chief, and the other senior officers aboard Infinity circling around him. He tapped a control and an image of Sangheilios emerged from the embers of light, Covenant capital ships surrounding it, explosions of plasma erupting both above and on the planet.

"In the wake of Senator August's actions Sangheilios has erupted in civil war again, most of the Kaidons lining up against the Arbiter. Recent intelligence reports indicate that his keep has been surrounded, what ships that remained loyal to him destroyed. His defenses are holding but unless he received reinforcements he will likely lose." Laskey tapped another control and an image of the expeditionary fleet came up, the ships floating several feet above the holo deck. "Because of these recent turn of events Lord Hood as increased the size of the fleet by ten ships. Excluding Infinity that makes nineteen ships in total. One supercarrier, four carriers, four frigates, and ten Autumn class capital ships, all carrying a total of 219,000 marines, ODSTs, and Spartans. In addition to standard armaments each ship is carrying a substantial nuclear payload adapted for planetary bombardment. Enough to destroy Sangheilios ten times over if the figures are to be believed."

Laskey felt the Master Chief's eyes on him, felt the weight of them. Swallowing he continued. "Our mission is to provide support for the Arbiter, preferably from orbit. However, given the current situation we may have no choice but to put boots on the ground. We will only do this after gain Thel Vadam's permission. We are to do everything in our power to makes sure he wins, as a Sangheilios united in its opposition to humanity is not something the UNSC can afford, especially when Jul 'Mdama would likely exploit this solidarity. If we fail then we will have no choice but to render Sangheilios uninhabitable."

He looked up. "But we are not going to fail. Regardless of what the Arbiter may have done in the past, regardless of any of our personal feelings towards him, we would not be standing here today if it was not for him. He is our strongest ally, and I will not let him down. We…" He was interrupted as the image of the fleet on the holo deck disappeared, replaced by a red flashing siren. "What's the problem Durendal?"

"Cry pardon sire. It's a general alert sent out to the entire UNSC home defense force. A level nine food riot has broken out in Rio De Janeiro."

"Third one this month," Romanov muttered. When Palmer gave him a sideways look he added, "Globally that is."

Laskey gave a deep sigh. "There are others who will take care of that. Let's try to focus on the task at hand."

"Yes sire," Durendal said, and the flashing crimson light ceased.

…

"So you'll be taking charge of Majestic after all," Joyeuse commented as the Master Chief wound his way through the halls of Infinity.

"You were there too," John replied.

Joyeuse gave a digital shrug. "Just saying. Appears the rumor mill is right for once." There was another turn, another open door before she spoke again. "Shame about the riots don't you think?"

"They'll be put down," John said calmly. He saw no sense behind the disorder that a riot brought, angry mobs destroying their own neighborhoods without a sense of purpose. All destructive and all useless. His mind was instead on other matters, but perhaps it should have been on Rio De Janeiro instead.

Like Great Britain following the Napoleonic wars, the interplanetary economy had all but collapsed during the post war period, and despite numerous technological advancements as well as the consolidation of power by the UNSC things did not seem to be getting better, a Depression settling across the hearts and minds of the people, making jobs, housing, and food scarce for the working poor. This, however, did not stop the UNSC from setting about the task of rebuilding its military might. ONI, after all, had secretly been hording resources long before the Fall of Reach, anticipating humanity losing the war and preparing contingency plans that would all mankind to survive beyond the destruction of Earth. Then with the war won, just like the construction of the last great fleet of Athens during their seemingly eternal war with Sparta, the UNSC fleet had been reborn, spearheaded by the tireless construction of new ships in the naval yards of Romanov Industries and the efforts made by the technological powerhouse that was North Central Positronics.

But these things were not on John's mind, and Joyeuse sought to change that.

"These people are starving, and their angry. The UNSC has such a firm control over the press that they have no way of peacefully making their frustrations heard. How do you expect them to react?"

"Civilized," John said coolly.

"Civilized?" Joyeuse asked. "I'll show you civilized." John's HUD was filled with a video feed. So much so that he had to stop walking in order not to run into anything.

Much as he expected he saw the slums of Rio De Janeiro, shoddily constructed buildings that could barely be called houses, a swarming multitude in the streets, cars and tires on fire sending pitch black smoke into the cloudless sky.

They were shouting, their fists raised into the air. The camera was focused on one woman, a dead child in her arms who looked no older than seven, the body so emaciated with hunger that child looked like a skeleton with a thin layer of skin wrapped tightly over the bones. Tears were streaming down the woman's face as the mob moved past her.

There was the screeching of tires, five Warthogs parking in front of the crowd, blocking their path. A marine attempted to talk on a loudspeaker but a rock was chucked at his head. More rocks followed, the mob fueled by their blinding furry. Just when it seemed that the Warthogs were about to be overcome machine gun fire ripped through the air. The gunners poured hot lead into the crowd. Arms parted from bodies, heads exploded, people trampled to death as the survivors hurried to flee.

John had to look away. "Turn it off."

The large screen was replaced by Joyeuse's small one. "I know you've been spending the past year wallowing in your own self pity but that doesn't mean there aren't others who are suffering as well. Or have you completely forgotten what you are supposed to be fighting for?"

Without ceremony John reached towards the back of his helmet, pulling Joyeuse's chip out. He slotted it into a nearby terminal and walked away. Infuriated Joyeuse yelled at him. "What do you think you are doing? Put me back in!"

"I will once we get to Sangheilios," John replied, still walking away.

Joyeuse was not done and called out after him. "No one ever told me how much of an asshole you were. For the life of me I don't know what Cortana saw in you."

The last part stung, and John mentally winced, but he refused to acknowledge her as he disappeared down another hallway.
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_ The good are not willing to rule either for the sake of money or of honor. They do not wish to collect pay openly for their service of rule and be styled hirelings nor to take it by stealth from their office and be called thieves, nor yet for the sake of honor, for they are not covetous of honor. So there must be imposed some compulsion and penalty to constrain them to rule if they are to consent to hold office. That is perhaps why to seek office oneself and not await compulsion is thought disgraceful. _

_ But the heaviest penalty for declining to rule is to be ruled by someone inferior to yourself._

_It is from fear of this, as it appears to me, that the better sort hold office when they do, and then they go to it not in the expectation of enjoyment nor as to a good thing, but as to a necessary evil._

…

Romanov studied the pages of the old book, Plato's Republic fitting perfectly into his hands as if it had been personally crafted for him. Reaching the bottom of the page he licked his thumb, the page sticking to the finger as he moved to turn it. He was never able to begin reading the next line, as above him the florescent lights began to flicker like the dancing of malevolent stars. Expecting what was coming next he sat back in his chair.

In an explosion of crimson flame Joyeuse appeared, an angry curse hot on her breath. "That ass!" she shouted heatedly. The hairs on Romanov's arms stood on end as the room began to charge with electricity. "I try to be nice, extend the olive branch. I was compassionate, empathetic, understanding. I even tried joking with him," she gave a less than amused laugh herself, sounding more like a huff. "But no he doesn't care about any of that. Doesn't care that me and him have mutual goals. Doesn't even show the slightest bit of empathy himself when I show him images of people dying and starving. Then he has the nerve to unplug me." She looked Romanov in the eyes. "Me, the most sophisticated AI in the UNSC. Treat me like I was nothing more than a tool that can talk. A glorified door opener." She growled angrily, an incoherent word of intense rage.

The light above Romanov shattered, casting the left side of his face in darkness. He looked up at the broken light with mild interest, then back down at his friend. Romanov grabbed a bookmark off of his desk, placing it between the pages he was currently on and closed the book, setting it down on his desk. As Joyeuse continued to seethe he leaned forward, placing his elbows on the desk and interlacing his fingers. "Do you feel better?"

Joyeuse took several calming breathes. "A little." She looked upwards. "Sorry about the light."

He shrugged. "Have to give the service personal a reason to keep their jobs." Joyeuse gave a reluctant laugh at this. "Joyeuse, you've worked with Spartans before. We have worked with Spartans before. Be both know that that they sometimes exhibit anti-social traits, and I think the Master Chief's despondency is natural given his situation."

"I know," Joyeuse said. "I guess because he was the Spartan Cortana chose, that I was just expecting a little bit more."

"Yes," Romanov agreed. "Which is why I don't hold to much stock in legends." He rested his chin on his interlocked hands, bringing him eyelevel with Joyeuse. "Either the machine or the hero. The weapon or the martyr. People are tempted to see either when they study the service record of Spartan 117, but neither are true. There is a man underneath that armor, and that means he can be manipulated provided I have the right tool. The right price to give him in exchange for his soul." He rubbed his nose, searching for the itch that was bothering him there. "Fortunately I know what that price is. Unfortunately I have no idea how to obtain it, or if it is even possible to acquire."

"It is possible," Joyeuse said. When Romanov gave her a look she added, "Technically speaking."

Romanov nodded. "Are you ready to give your actual report?"

"I guess," Joyeuse said unenthusiastically. "Classic anti-social disorder, but you already knew that. Of course that is what most psychiatrists would diagnose him with, but I do not believe that is true. Oh he does display some symptoms of sociopathic behavior, but that does not mean he is one. He is capable of feeling empathy, but only on a very narrow basis of what he personally defines as human, and this classification of what is and is not human works on the subconscious level."

"Explain," Romanov said.

Joyeuse took a deep breath. "I don't think he quite understands that there is a difference between humanity and the UNSC. That they are not the same thing. He is actually a bit childlike in this regard, which makes sense because he was conditioned as a young child to dehumanize those who stand against the UNSC. If you do not believe that your enemy is human then they are easier to kill. He has shown time and again that he places the lives of civilians above himself and even the soldiers under him, just so long as they are UNSC civilians. If they are not part of the UNSC, well then they are not exactly human are they? Because in his mind there is no difference between the two, and if you are an enemy of the UNSC then you deserve no more compassion than an Elite or a Brute. This is ingrained into him so deeply that I doubt you would ever be able to turn him against the UNSC."

Romanov rubbed his face with his hands, not liking what Joyeuse was telling him. "Then that leaves me with only one option."

"Two actually," Joyeuse corrected. "You could kill him, which would be exceedingly difficult even with me helping you. However, his loyalty to those who command him is not as unshakable as his loyalty to the UNSC. He could be persuaded to turn on his superiors if clear and incontrovertible evidence was shown that they were not working in the best interest of mankind. A soldier is allowed to place his superior officer under arrest if they break the law after all. We can turn him to our side while still working within his own set of ethics."

Romanov nodded. "And which do you think is the better option?"

"Honestly?" Joyeuse asked. "The latter. I'll admit my reasoning is not purely logical. I pity him. He is an ass but he deserves better than what has been givin to him." She smirked. "Besides if I had tried to kill you based off of our first meeting then we would never have been able to get so close."

"Can't imagine why," Romanov said. "I've never done anything to make you angry at me."

Joyeuse laughed heartedly at Romanov's joke, or at least what she assumed was a joke. She gave him a wink. "Whatever you say Victor."

…

September 26th 2558 (Military Calendar) Urs System, Sangheilios

Durendal's voice rang through Infinity's comm. system, telling crew members to man their stations, and directing the movements Marine and Spartan teams as they prepared for what was most likely an inevitable ground assault. John mostly ignored the AI's chatter as he weaved his way through the ship, at last coming upon the holo pedestal where he had left Joyeuse's chip.

When he found her he had to stop, blinking several times to confirm what he was seeing.

Joyeuse was standing there, the tip of her katana balancing on her nose, the hilt wobbling above her head, her arms stretched out on either side in order to maintain balance.

When she noticed the Master Chief she looked at him, eyes appearing on either side of the blade. "What?"

John shook his head. "You're a child."

"Humph." Joyeuse responded. Bending her knees and thrusting upwards she sent the katana flying into the air, the sword flipping end over end and flickering as it reached the upper limits of the holo pedestal's range. As it came down she caught it by the hilt, sliding it smoothly back into its scabbard. "Personally I've always tried to go for the whole 'innocent is sexy' thing. Tends to make the opposite sex more willing to do what you want."

John said nothing, taking the chip from the holo pedestal and slotting it back into his armor. Joyeuse appeared on her screen, frowning. "If you are expecting an apology you're not getting one."

"I don't want one."

"Good," Joyeuse said.

"Let's just focus on not getting each other killed."

"Works for me."

John nodded grimly. At least they could come to some kind of mutual understanding. "What is the situation on the bridge?"

"Listen for yourself," Joyeuse said, pulling up an audio feed from the bridge. It was Laskey's voice that he heard first.

"What's the situation Durendal?"

The medieval AI responded, "Sire, the pagans are in force, and of our Franks there are too few."

"Umm can I get a translation?"

"Les paiens sont en vigueur et de nos facs il ya trop peu."

"I meant in English."

Joyeuse cut off the audio feed, appearing to him exasperated. "About as well as you would expect."

John felt the corner of his mouth twitch once. Joyeuse catalogued the expression. It was the first time he made anything that even vaguely resembled a smile. As the Master Chief continued his journey to the bridge she settled back into his neural lace, much like how a person would settle back into a chair, choosing to spend the time contemplating just how important the next twenty-four hours would be. She found herself being unable to decide whether or not Romanov's plan was overly complex or amazingly simple. The success of it could be thwarted by any number of unknown variables. If the plan was complex it was because of just how much Romanov expected to accomplish in one fell swoop.

_He's done it before, _Joyeuse reminded herself. _And my Victor never loses. _She ran a scan on the Master Chief's suit, locating the program that would allow her to shut off all power. _Just don't do anything stupid, _she mentally urged him. _You've spent your entire life trying to save mankind. No sense in stopping now. _

John rounded a corner, entering the bridge, and this time he actually did smile. A faint white ghost of a smile that could hardly be distinguished from the neutral expression he usually wore, but close enough for Joyeuse to categorize it as one. Laskey was speaking to a figure on a large monitor, hands clasped behind his back, Marcus Burnet standing beside him and tapping furiously on a data pad as the figure related to Laskey the current situation on Sangheilios.

The Arbiter's eyes momentarily flicked towards the Chief before returning back to Laskey. The Admiral continued speaking as if he did not notice it. "I don't see any other way around it. I understand that you have some reservations…"

"Reservations," the Arbiter repeated. "The last time I allowed humans to land on Sangheilios nearly the entire planet rose up against me. What will happen if I allow you to land an army?"

"We can only provide you so much support from orbit," Laskey insisted. "And we will be engaged with the enemy fleet for some time, but if I can distract their ships long enough to land troops then we can help you break the siege."

The Arbiter seemed to ponder Laskey's words for a few moments. "Will the Spartan be with those who land?"

"I will," John replied, answering for Laskey. The Arbiter turned fully towards the Chief. He gave a brief nod, which John returned.

"Very well," the Arbiter said. "But I cannot under any circumstances allow humans to step foot in my keep. Even my most loyal soldiers may rise up against me if I were to permit such a thing." The Arbiter tapped something, a small window appearing at the bottom of the monitor. "Three of the enemy's ships were heavily damaged during the fighting. They were put into dry dock some distance away from the front lines at Vadam. If you were to mount an offensive there, threaten to capture the ships, it should draw enough of the rebel forces away for me and my Elites to sally forth."

Laskey turned to Marcus. "How far away are those ships from the front lines?"

Marcus tapped a few times on the data pad, fingertips illuminated by the soft glow. "About fifty kilometers sir."

"Alright," Laskey said. "We'll capture the dry dock, draw enough of their troops away for you to mount a counteroffensive. We will attack from the opposite front and meet you in the middle."

_That summed it up rather nicely, _Durendal thought. It did more than summed it up. It wrapped it as a nice little present with a cute little bow on top. He took that present, along with the entire recording of the Arbiter and Laskey's conversation, and sent it to the rebel Elites' headquarters.

(Thank you DEL) Joyeuse discreetly messaged him. (And here I was wondering if you were actually going to pull through for us.)

_The things I do for family, _Durendal messaged back. _Just do me a favor and be careful. _

(No promises)

Joyeuse ended the chat with Durendal and returned her full attention to the bridge. The monitor that the Arbiter was on was now black, swung out of the way so that a full view from the windows could not be blocked. No less than twenty-five Covenant corvettes and capitol ships stood ready to meet them as they hovered above Sangheilios.

"Christ," Marcus muttered under his breath. "How did they ever manage to pull together that many ships?" Hey eyed Romanov standing behind Laskey along with all the other senior officers, and knew him well enough to recognize that he was trying to hide a self satisfied smirk on his face.

"Durendal give me a communications fleet with all the captains in the fleet."

"Aye sire," Durendal responded. The blank monitor was replaced with an image of the UNSC fleet in standard formation, nineteen green lights underneath it with the names of all the captains and commanders of the frigates.

"This is what I want," Laskey said, walking up to the monitor and placing his hand on it, moving ships around with a single touch. "Even with Infinity it will take hours to try and punch through their fleet. Instead Infinity will escort the carriers in a sling shot orbit around the Suban moon. The enemy knows the danger Infinity poses, and will at the very least send several of their capitol ships to intercept us on the other side. Infinity will deploy her assault force via pelicans and provide cover as the carriers land the rest of the Marines. Captain Allers, you will be in charge of the rest of the fleet. I want you to deploy your ships in a crescent formation. Frigates in the middle and the Autumn class ships on either flanks."

"Sir?" Captain Allers of the UNSC Gilead asked. "Usually the frigates are put on the flanks. If we place them in the middle of the formation the Covenant are going to blow right through us."

"I'm counting on it," Laskey replied. "An old lesson I picked up while I was at Corbulo." He stood back from the monitor, surveying his work. "Allow them to push through the center then attach them from either flank. It will give you enough of an advantage to keep the fight even until Infinity links back up. Let's get it done people. Infinity out." The comm. went dark. "Romanov, get your men ready to go ground side."

"Yes sir," Romanov answered. "Chief, come with me." Palmer, who had been standing beside Romanov went to follow him as well, but the captain held out his hand. "Stay here and guard the Admiral. You are in command of the remaining Marines should there be any boarding parties."

Palmer gritted her teeth. "Yes sir." She stayed behind and watched as Romanov and the Master Chief left the bridge.
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The pelicans laden with marines, Spartans, and one sardonic pink AI departed the Infinity, descending upon Sangheilios like a horde of locusts ready to devour the bounty of Egypt and leave nothing but famine in their wake. An ancient horseman whose rider spoke in a voice of a thousand whispers, carrying the brutal weapon of brass scales. The scales of the apocalypse. The scales of judgment. A holy vial of plagues was let loose as the pelicans began to land, the four carriers and the UNSC Actium supercarrier following closely behind them.

The Master Chief and the rest of fireteam Majestic rode in one among hundreds, and as the Chief stood throughout the entirety of the entry into Sangheilios atmosphere, the Spartan IVs talked on their own personal team comm.

"I'm just saying it doesn't make any sense," DeMarco said. "The guy didn't even do war games with us while we were in slipspace. Come to think of it I don't think I've even heard him talk."

"He did talk," Thorne said. "Don't remember the mission brief he gave us about ten minutes ago?"

"Briefest brief I've ever heard," Madsen said, leaning against his sniper rifle.

"Exactly my point," DeMarco said. "All I'm saying is that I lead Majestic the whole time we were on Requiem, but he puts Thorne as his second in command."

Hoya chuckled, his voice a deep baritone. "Yeah you're our fearless leader. Managed to get me all shot up."

"That was because of your own stupidity," DeMarco shot back.

"You lost Thorne."

"Again, because of his own stupidity, not mine."

"And let the Covenant capture Halsey and half of the Janus Key."

DeMarco threw up his hands. "Our two senior commanders gave conflicting orders. If Laskey had let Palmer do her job then Halsey would be dead and we wouldn't be discussing this."

"I think we should give him a chance," it was Grant that spoke, the quiet woman sitting near the front of the pelican, and the other Spartan IVs turned to look at her. "He has more active combat experience than all of us combined. Maybe we should just assume that he knows what he is doing."

"Yeah he can kill us all with his little pinky," Madsen said. "Hey I'm glad that Master Chief is here, but let's face facts. There is a reason why their phasing the IIs and IIIs out. War hero or not he ain't like us. He is something the Navy points in the right direction when they want something destroyed."

"And what are we?" Thorne asked.

"We're things that the Navy points in the right direction when they want something destroyed, but also happen to have personalities."

Thorne shook his head, leaning back against the seat as the door to the pelican opened, revealing the rocky reddish planet.

The Master Chief would have noticed that the IVs were talking about him behind his back, if not for the irritating humming noise buzzing inside his ear.

Joyeuse hummed aloud, the tune having no particular structure to it. After several minutes of having to listening to it John finally broke down and asked, "Why are you doing that?"

"Doing what?" Joyeuse asked innocently.

"Humming."

"I always hum when I play Tetris."

It took a few seconds for John to register what she had just said. "Tetris?"

"Yeah," Joyeuse said. She brought up the gaming screen, the multi colored and variously shaped blocks falling faster than John's eyes could track. "I always play it right before a mission. It's a version of the game I designed myself. The blocks will eventually fall faster than even I can keep up with. It's the only game that I am actually capable of losing. I find there is something soothing about that."

John frowned at the screen, Joyeuse resuming her humming. "Turn it off."

Joyeuse stopped mid hum. "What?"

"I said turn it off. A mission is no time for playing games."

Within John's neural lace Joyeuse boiled with hot anger. "Fine." The screen left John's HUD. "Guess you won't be needing any of this either." The weapons readout, the shield bar, the motion tracker, and the waypoint that Joyeuse had set up earlier disappeared as well.

The ground was closing in fast, and John mentally curse and Joyeuse's childish stubbornness. "Put it back," he growled.

"Figure it out yourself," Joyeuse huffed at him. "You obviously don't want me as a partner."

"This is not about me and you."

"Oh yes it is," Joyeuse insisted. "I went out of my way to try and be nice to you Chief. I know I'm not the easiest to get along with but you can at least try. Did you ever stop to think that I might be nervous? This is the first mission I have ever been on without Romanov. I'm out of my comfort zone right now and one of the things that helps me keep calm is playing Tetris. You don't have to understand why, but you can at least understand that your teammate is doing what she needs to do in order to get herself ready for the mission." John imagined Joyeuse turning her back to him, arms crossed and chin held high. "And if you can't understand that then we might as well not work together."

John breathed against his visor, watching as the lead pelicans landed below him. "I do understand." This time he imagined Joyeuse turning back around to face him, arms falling at the side. "This is a first time for me too."

Joyeuse appeared on her screen, all the displays that had been taken from his HUD reappearing as well. "Chief you're not a bad guy. I never asked you to like me, and frankly I'm not sure if I like you, but we do both need each other. That's a start isn't it?"

"A start," John repeated. Behind him the IVs stood up, checking their weapons as the pelican touched down. He did need Joyeuse for the moment, but she was not the person he needed most.

John drew the assault rifle off of his back, bending his knees as he prepared for the pelican to set down. Before the craft had even settled the Master Chief was down the ramp, checking for targets. None appeared. Madsen came up beside him, shouldering his sniper rifle. "First time I've ever made landfall without being shot at. Miracles never cease."

"Keep an eye out," the Master Chief said. "There is still a lot of ground we need to cover before we reach the dry dock." He looked up, seeing a large rocky hill in front of them, a perfect place for a crow's nest, or for a Covenant ambush. "Madsen, take position on that hill and scout out for any troop movement. Hoya go with him."

"Aye aye sir," Madsen said. Him and Hoya raced up the hill, red rocks falling down in their wake.

Joyeuse opened up the HQ com. "First wave has landed Victor. So far no Covenant spotted."

Romanov's voice came on the line. "First and Second divisions are reporting light resistance. Looks like the Covenant are focusing on defending the dry dock rather than preventing the landing. First and Second divisions are going to move up on either flank. We're making the main assault."

"Roger that. Anything you need?"

"A mammoth. Requisition one from Gamma company third battalion. I'd rather not ride into battle on foot."

"You always do like to make an entrance. I'll see what I can do." Joyeuse busied herself with communicating with Gamma company. As she did Madsen shouted down from the rocky hill.

"Hey Chief, think you should look at this."

John jogged up the hill, the sound of warthog and scorpion engines filling his ears, pelicans taking back off into the sky as the rest of the marines landed, swarming like a colony of green ants on the planet's rocky surface.

Madsen was laying on the ground, Hoya next to him. He pointed straight ahead. "Think I just found where all of the Covenant are hiding.

John looked, magnifying the vision on his HUD as the dry dock came into view.

It could not even be necessarily called a dry dock, the three damaged Covenant ships parked in much the same fashion as the Truth and Reconciliation had on the first Halo Ring. They hovered above a plateau, steep and impassible cliffs guarding the left, right, and rear. The one path towards the ships was narrow and steep, the slope rising to meet heavy Covenant fortifications. Even from the distance of a few kilometers the Master Chief could see fixed plasma turrets, dozens of wraiths and even more ghosts. A host of banshees circled overhead like vultures. Like deadly hornets protecting the heart of the hive.

_A frontal assault, _John thought. _Uphill against fixed positions. _No wonder why the Covenant had not tried to prevent them from landing. If they had then they would have given up all their advantages.

"We don't have to attack them do we?" Hoya asked. "I mean the dry dock isn't even important. It's just a distraction."

"It is important," John replied. He did not take the time to explain it to them, but the expeditionary force could not simply bypass that position. If left alone the enemy could attack them from the rear once the UNSC assaulted the main force, or the ships could be repaired and either assault the ground forces or go into orbit and threaten the fleet. Even more important they needed to give the main Covenant army a reason to draw strength away from the siege of Vadam. The dry dock had to be taken.

"Thorne, bring up the rest of Majestic," he said, speaking into the comm. He began to descend down the opposite slope of the hill. "Let's get this done."

…

As the expeditionary force made landfall, five Covenant capitol ships moved to intercept the Infinity as it completed its orbit around the Suban moon. In addition to the barrage of plasma fire, lighting up space like a deadly fireworks display, smashing into Infinities shields and bouncing off harmlessly in scattering flames, waves of seraphs and boarding craft were launched. Among their countless multitude sat a young Elite. He wore light armor, an active camouflage model, on his only weapons being an energy sword and one plasma grenade. Scars of shame marked his forearms, given to him by his commander for disobedience.

There was no life after such dishonor, only a path to reclaim it. It did not matter if he succeeded in his mission. In fact he was expected to die. It only mattered that he did so honorably. The shuttle shook as Infinities point defense turrets went to work, and the Elite clutched the hilt of his sword tightly. There could be no atonement if he died an inglorious death in the vacuum of space.

By either luck or design the boarding craft made it through the hail of fire, a sharp bang followed swiftly by the smell of burning metal as the craft latched onto infinity. The door to the front of the craft opened, the Elites and their Grunt underlings pouring out of the breach and into a withering storm of lead. The shamed Elite activated his camouflage, waiting silently as the sounds of battle died down before sneaking out of the ship. All those who had been with him lay dead at his feet, human marines going about their work of making sure they were all dead, kicking and occasionally shooting the wounded in the head.

His mandibles gripped tightly together. He would have gladly died with his comrades, but to willingly fail the mission before it had even begun was no way to regain honor. Carefully he made his way through the pile of corpses, making sure not to step into any of the pools of blood less he make footprints. He made it to the first door and waited, painfully aware of just how much time his active camouflage had left. His prayers were answered when another group of marines entered through the door and into the room. He waited for them to finish passing through before slipping through the doorway himself.

As the doors closed behind him a voice whispered into his ear through his comm., Durendal speaking to the Elite in his own tongue. "You're never going to get to bridge without help."

The Elite was startled, looking around him as if the owner of the voice was going to appear at any moment. "Who are you?"

"That doesn't matter," Durendal said. "What matters is that we both have the same target, and that you'll never find your way to bridge on a ship this big without me."

The Elite readjusted the grip he had on his energy sword, his active camouflage at last giving out and leaving him painfully exposed. "Show me the way," he said.

…

Durendal guided the Elite through the patrols, telling him which corridors to take and when to hide. Thankfully the Elite said little during their time together. Durendal much preferred it that way. The Elite would be dead in the space of a few minutes, and it was much better not to get to know him.

It was only when the young Elite reached the bridge that Durendal heard him speak more than a few words, mumbling sacred prayers underneath his breath. The Elite spotted the shipmaster of shipmaster in the middle of the controlled chaos on the bridge, Laskey barking orders as in front of Infinity one of the capitol ships listed severely to starboard, bright purple plumes exiting its hull. The Elite's active camouflage kept him concealed as he snuck up on Laskey, but as he approached he noticed Palmer standing off to one side.

_A demon, _the Elite thought, smiling grimly. He reached slowly towards his torso and grabbed his one plasma grenade, finger hovering above the activation switch. But just as he was about to deliver the fatal blow an officer standing next to Laskey, an attendant by the look of him, turned around and stared the Elite in the eye.

The Elite froze, coming to the crashing realization that he had come so far only to fail. But then the human did something strange. Marcus gave a small smile, and then turned back around.

The Elite did not pause to consider his good fortune, or why Marcus would willingly allow his commander to die. With only a few meters between him and the Admiral the Elite broke out into a run, activating his energy sword and roaring. Palmer did not have time to react as the Elite thrusted the sword deep into Laskey's back, the twin blades protruding from his stomach and chest. Laskey gave a strangled yell, blood pouring from his mouth.

"TOM!" Palmer screamed, drawing her side arm. Before she could fire a blue orb landed on her shoulder. The Commander did the only thing she could do as the plasma grenade grew brighter. She threw herself onto the floor, shielding the others around her from the blast. The grenade detonated, and Palmer's limp body was sent flying across the room.

The Elite grinned as his shields failed and bullets ripped through his body. His soul had been cleansed, and the path towards the Great Journey was now clear to him. He would not be left behind.

The energy sword deactivated, and Laskey's lifeless body fell to the floor.
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September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Sangheilios

Marcus knelt over Laskey's dead body, checking for a pulse when he knew he would find none, the man's lifeless eyes staring blankly up at the ceiling.

Marcus was not a man without a conscious, and the death of a man who had done nothing more than get in Romanov's way pained him, but the knowledge that all of this was necessary for the survival of mankind strengthened his resolve. In any case, even though Osman had not ordered Laskey's assassination, it was better that he had died a hero rather than have Marcus execute his original orders to collect evidence on Laskey's disobedience. Laskey would have lived, but after the humiliation of a court martial it would be in disgrace.

He reached around Laskey's neck, pulling off the dog tag with one swift movement. Another to add to Romanov's collection. This is what made Romanov the most elite assassin in the Office of Naval Intelligence, one of the select few that was entrusted to handle the delicate and often messy missions of eliminating threats to ONI within the UNSC. He almost never killed his targets directly unless there was no other option available to him. Instead he would maneuver his targets into a position where they could be killed, usually by a third party. The result was total plausible deniability. Romanov was frighteningly efficient when it came to executing this particular strategy, and Marcus knew very well why.

Neutralizing the Spartan II Black and Grey teams may have been what had propelled Romanov to a position of favor within Osman's eyes, but Marcus had known Victor since they had first joined the UNSC together. Even when he was young, Romanov had a fierce intelligence. One that could rival, or perhaps even surpass, the intelligence of Halsey herself.

A medic leaning over Palmer's broken body shouted out, "We have a pulse!"

Marcus turned around and thought, _stubborn bitch. _No matter, Palmer could be dealt with later.

The bridge was in complete chaos, the weapon systems on the Infinity almost silent, the body on the great military serpent wriggling ineffectively at the loss of its head. A shaking Ensign asked allowed, "Who's in charge?"

"I am," Marcus replied almost immediately. Whether or not he could actually command the fleet in this situation was irrelevant. People responded to authority, not rank. "Get Palmer to the med bay now. Durendal, access the wireless on her suit and inform the med bay the extent of her injuries."

"Aye sire," Durendal's disembodied voice replied.

Marcus nodded. "Communications, get in touch with Captain Romanov and tell him to rendezvous with Infinity so that he can take command of the fleet." Marcus stepped into the position that Laskey had occupied not minutes before, hands behind his back. He stared at the three remaining capital ships in front of him, the Infinity's shields flickering as each burst of superheated plasma hit her. "Bring the MAC guns back online and give me firing solutions. Let's take the last of these bastards out." 

…

September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) Sangheilios, Seventy Kilometers West of Vadam

The plasma mortar arched over the sky like a blue sun, and the Master Chief was caught in its glow. He rolled left, fire from plasma rifles hitting the ground around him as he moved from cover. His right side was washed in heat as the mortar impacted, fresh cries of the wounded following soon after. Behind him he could hear Madsen firing his sniper rifle, Thorne and Grant taking cover behind a formation on his left. The ground was steep and rocky, John having to crane his neck just so that he could look at the fixed positions in front of him. They could not assault with warthogs or scorpions, the terrain was too rough for that, but John did not see the sense behind Romanov's decision not to use hornets or heavy artillery to aid in the assault.

This point was driven home as Hoya advanced up behind him. Just as the Spartan IV was about to pass him, the Master Chief grabbed his back pulled him to the ground. "Stay down," John said as a flock of Banshees roared past, spraying the spot where Hoya had just stood with plasma rounds.

Hoya was treated to a visor full of gravel. He struggled to get up but John's hand remained firm. When the banshees past John relented, and Hoya moved into a kneeling position. "Thanks I guess."

John switched to his pistol. Popping out of cover and firing four quick rounds, the lead smashing into the heads of Grunts. He popped up again and squeezed two more, this time aiming at an Elite, but before he could finish the task the Elite took cover so that his shields could recharge.

"Never going to take them out with raw firepower," Joyeuse commented, and the Master Chief silently agreed. All around them the bodies of Marines and even a few Spartan IVs lay half buried in the dirt, explosions furthering their dismemberment. One Marine ran ahead of the assault, kneeling to fire a rocket launcher. The rocket struck a plasma turret, obliterating the grunt inside and sending the bodies of sever Elites flying. Out of the explosion like a gift from providence a lone plasma grenade bounced down the hill, landing several meters away from John's position.

"I've been analyzing their firing patterns," Joyeuse continued. "The plasma turrets are using interlocking fields of fire, moving in a sweeping motion to keep us pinned down. The wraiths seemed to be firing in a discernible pattern as well. Almost like a grid. I can't account for the small arms fire, but there should be a break coming up where you will be able to move without getting blown to smithereens."

John eyed the fallen plasma grenade. The assault force needed to breakthrough now or they would all be dead. What was worse was that recon had reported that the main Covenant army and not drawn any strength away from their siege of Vadam. Something had to happen, sooner rather than later. "Do it," John said. "Majestic, cover me. I'm making a move."

"Understood," Thorn said over the comm, three other green lights showing the rest of the fireteam's confirmation.

Three short breaths was all John had before Joyeuse shouted in his ear, "Now!"

John broke from cover, placing his pistol back on his hip. He sprinted towards the plasma grenade, picking it up in one clean scoop. "Move right," Joyeuse advised. John followed her direction, moving diagonally up the long slope, putting himself directly in line with one of the turrets. The Grunt at the helm was moving back around, plasma fire inching ever closer towards the Master Chief.

John primed the grenade and threw it like a baseball. It flew through the air, sailing cleanly through the roll bars of the turret and hitting the Grunt on the head, sticking to him and knocking him unconscious. The grenade exploded, the top piece of the turret coming loose and rolling down the hill towards John. The Spartan gave a burst of speed to the left, the turret missing him by a few inches. In a flash of movement his hand went to his waist, pulling up a frag grenade. He pulled the pin, winding his arm back as he crested the hill.

Three Elites were there to greet him, but before they could react John threw the grenade. It landed on the ground in front of the Elites and bounced back up into the air, exploding just as it reached eye level and eliminating the targets. John reached behind him and pulled his assault rifle, quick controlled bursts leveling all opposition in front of him, an empty magazine clanging to the ground as he reloaded.

"I've breached the line. Majestic move up," he said. Thorns status light blinked red.

"Negative Chief. Banshees are back. We'll have to deal with them before we can get to you." On the heel of Thorns words several squadrons of banshees flew overhead, one of them exploding as a rocket struck its side. Instead of moving for another strafing run the banshees began to circle above the position where Majestic and the other Marines were at like purple bulbous vultures.

John would have curse, but a burst of green plasma and the sound of twin heavy footsteps put a halt to any potential vulgarity. A pair of Hunters appeared, orange worm like tendrils moving ceaselessly underneath their dark armor.

"Seem friendly enough," Joyeuse said, as one Hunter charged them, John ducking to avoid the swipe of the Hunter's shield, side stepping behind him and letting out a long burst of his assault rifle.

"Maybe if I give them you they'll leave me alone," John retorted, slamming in a new clip as he sprinted away from the first Hunter. The second Hunter fired its plasma cannon at the spot John had previously occupied. The plasma bolt struck the first hunter in the back. Orange goop flew in all directions, the first Hunter crashing to the ground. "It'll relieve me of two headaches."

John heard the sound of clapping in his ears. "Now he wants to joke around." John grunted as he sprinted towards the second Hunter, sliding in between the monster's legs. Just as he did with the first the Master Chief fired into the Hunter's back, orange blood splattering his visor. The Hunter turned around, the lumbering monstrosity raising its shield high into the air. John rolled out the way to avoid the blow. "I have an idea. Do me a favor and move him towards the crest of the hill." The Master Chief gave no response, but did as Joyeuse asked, coaxing the beast closer to the edge. She watched as John dodged yet again, the angry spikes that could slice him to shreds just missing his armor. The Hunter turned around, its plasma canon charging, when a sharp crack rippled through the air. The Hunter fell to the ground, the ghost of a vapor trail from a sniper bullet being revealed behind it. "Thank you Madsen," Joyeuse said cheerfully.

"No problem ma'am."

The Chief looked up and saw that the banshees were gone, cleared out the skies by the plethora of rocket fire. He was just about to reissue the order to advance when Joyeuse said, "Uh Chief you might want to turn around." John did, dreading what he was about to see. Several squads of Elites and Grunts trained their weapons on him, reinforcements having poured into to secure the gap in the line while John had tangled with the Hunters. They fired, the Chief's shields draining quickly even as he dropped several targets. With no other choice he withdrew back down the hill, sliding down the gravel and firing upwards with his pistol.

The enemy fire continued to follow him as he reached his original position. "We're getting nowhere," he said.

"Chief?" Romanov asked, the Captain appearing on a screen in his HUD. "I need a Sit. Rep."

"Advance has stalled sir," John responded. "We require additional reinforcements if we are going to break through."

"Negative," Romanov said. "I'm ordering a full retreat. Fall back to the main line."

John gritted his teeth. "Sir, we can break through."

"That's an order Chief," Romanov said. "Pull back your men and make sure it's as disorderly as possible."

Now John was completely confused. "Sir?"

"Know thy enemy," Romanov muttered. "Make it every man for himself. You need to trust me on this."

John's eyes wandered back to the crest of the hill, fresh hot fire pouring down on them. "Yes sir."

Romanov nodded. "When you get back to the main line hold your position and wait for my signal. I'll see you when the dust clears."

Romanov's screen disappeared, replaced by Joyeuse. "I'm sure you can guess what Victor is thinking."

"I can," John said. "I hope it works."

…

Romanov watched within the safety of his mammoth on the holographic tactical display as his forces retreated down the hill, men and Spartans alike running seemingly in a panic as they raced towards the safety of their own lines. For a moment he thought that his ruse had failed, but a frightful smile formed as he saw Elites pouring down the hill with energy swords drawn, eager to cut down the human cowards who had so dishonored themselves in the heat of battle. The wraiths followed soon after, firing near point blank into the retreating mass.

He watched as the Marines and Spartans reached the safety of their own lines. The hill that they had began its climb at the edge of a basin, three smaller hills lining the perimeter. The main line was on one of the small hills directly opposite the one the dry dock was on. The two other ones facing north and south were covered in dense alien foliage, concealing their true contents.

The Covenant advance slowed as they entered the basin, machine gun and scorpion fire giving them pause. With a sharp command Romanov gave the signal, and from the two flanking hills a several columns of tanks appeared, catching the Covenant in a deadly crossfire. Another series of orders, more springs in the trap, and hornets began to harass the Covenant from above, tangling with the banshees with had so far maintained air superiority. The ground shook as the artillery opened fire, the shells landing on the Covenant fixed positions. The ones that had been foolish enough to advance in order to follow the UNSC retreat, which had been most of the proud Elites, were now trapped.

Romanov watched in grim satisfaction as the Covenant force became completely surrounded. When the last of the red dots was extinguished the Captain said, "All units forward. Take the dry dock."

There were a series of yes sirs and a green flashing light from the Master Chief. _At the very least he knows now that I'm not an idiot, _Romanov thought.

"Sir," a young noncom who was manning the communications behind him said. "I'm getting a report from the Infinity." The young soldier's face suddenly became very pale, the color draining from it as if he a vampire latched onto his neck. "Sir, Admiral Laskey is dead."

All those within earshot suddenly stopped, similar looks passing along their faces. The soldier cleared his through, stammering as he spoke. "L..Lieutenant Burnet requests that you rendezvous with the Infinity and take command of the fleet."

Romanov sighed and turned back to the holo display. "Joyeuse is this true?"

"I intercepted the transmission and confirmed it as authentic," Joyeuse said. In a much lower voice she added, "I broke the news to the Chief. He's not taking it very well."

"Alright," Romanov said. "Prepare a pelican. I'm leaving immediately." He gave one last cursory glance at the holo display, and was glad that he did. On there was a message from Durendal in text. It said simply.

(Vadam Keep is being overrun.)

_Another piece falls into place, _Romanov thought. Now was the moment of truth, the riskiest part in the whole venture.

It was a given fact that the Spartan IIs and IIIs would be replaced, and Romanov knew that better than anybody. He held no animosity towards the Spartans, but he realized that eventually old age or death would come to claim them. However, unlike some he did not hold much faith in the Spartan IV program. They were good soldiers, he did not contest that, but they were nowhere near as effective as their predecessors. No, only a program like the original Spartan II that Halsey had created would produce the same results. But Romanov was not merely content with recreating what Halsey had done, he wanted to surpass her.

This was a plan years in the making, and though Romanov's secret soldiers which had covertly made the trip to Sangheilios were not the finished product, they had proved themselves highly dangerous and effective in past missions. Every bit as deadly as a Spartan II.

He reached out a single hand and tapped his response.

_Send in the Praetorians. _
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September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Odysseus, In Orbit Above Sangheilios

The Odysseus had a long and proud history, though if you were to take a peek into the files of the UNSC you would find that it did not exist. Indeed, even to ONI the Prowler no longer existed. On paper it had been destroyed in 2554 while operating deep in Covenant space, and even that information was so classified that only people like Osman, or Romanov, were privy to it.

It had been Romanov who had been sent to destroy the vessel, and kill ass those aboard, but even then he had been following his own agenda.

Black Two surveyed the screen, Durendal's message appearing in large bold letters.

**DELIVER THE OFFERING TO ATHENA**

"He has a way with words," Black One commented next to him. Black Two nodded. "Let's get ready. Everyone do a weapon's check. Two, set a course for Vadam Keep."

Black Two felt inertia tug at her as the ship began to accelerate, moving to the ship's armory and placing her battle rifle on the table, a pistol set next to it. As she began to disassemble her weapons, checking each part carefully with her one good eye, she took the time to gauge the mood of her team. Black Three was busy feeding rounds into his shotgun, Black Four adjusting the scope on his sniper rifle, his helmet already on.

"How are you doing?" she asked Three.

Black Three shrugged. "An Elite is an Elite." With the last round in he gave his shotgun a pump. "Whatever it takes right?"

"What about you?" she asked Four.

"It's like he said," Four answered, his voice an even monotone. "Whatever it takes."

One nodded and returned to her own weapon.

Black Team had always been more independent than any of the Spartan IIs, even more so than Grey Team. Indeed, as far back as training on Reach they had all been, if you can forgive the pun, black sheep. Singled out from the rest of Spartans nearly since day one. They appeared on no official roster of the Spartan IIs, which had sometimes earned them the nickname of Halsey's Secret Spartans, although they were not that secret. At least to ONI.

They had been loyal to the UNSC. As loyal as anyone could reasonably expect them to be, and in many ways they still were. Romanov, after all, only wished restore things to the way they were before the Insurrection, and to right the wrongs that had caused the Outer Colonies to rebel in the first place.

They had been loyal right up until the end, staying in Covenant territory months after the war had ended so that they could continue to monitor any potential threats to humanity. And find one they did, though from a highly unexpected place. It was Black Two, the intelligence specialist, who had stumbled quite by accident on the secret. A revelation that would perminatly destroy the credibility of ONI and quite possibly bring the entire agency crumbling down. Like loyal soldiers they had reported this find, for surely it was within reason that the selling of weapons to members of the Covenant was only the product of a few bad apples with ONI.

It never occurred to them just how high the corruption went. Not until two platoons of ODSTs were sent after them and they were left cut off and alone in the far reaches of space, forced to kill their fellow soldiers in order to survive. Their team unity had been pushed to its breaking point, especially with Black Four.

Then Romanov had come, alone.

Black Two had only been able to scratch the surface of his operational record, most of the files so encrypted that it would take nothing less than a smart AI to crack them. What she did find, however, about who Victor Romanov really was beyond a simple ONI assassin and what exactly he was capable of, was enough to make even a Spartan feel a tingle of fear.

Yet when he did arrive he came not with bullets, but with words.

Romanov gave then hope, a new purpose, and a new name.

The Praetorians finished checking their weapons, and prepared to land on Sangheilios.

…

September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) Improvised Covenant Dry Dock, Sangheilios

The three Covenant capitol ships hovered roughly three hundred meters above the plateau, the light from their gravity lifts barely visible as the system's sun began its slow decent towards the western horizon of the planet. Even with the main Covenant garrison destroyed, there were still plenty of Grunts and a few Elites who had either been wise enough or cowardly enough not to make the charge. John was currently showing one of them that their decision to stay only delayed the inevitable, bashing the Grunt's head in until it was nothing more than a piles of grayish mush.

While he was busy reducing the small alien to carbon and Elite charged him, energy sword drawn. With no time to react John dropped his rifle, thrusting his arms upward as the Elite lunged, fingers digging into his opponent's armor. Pivoting his hips, the Master Chief threw the Elite over his shoulder, a loud 'wort' issuing from the creatures half jawed mouth before the Chief descended upon him knife in hand. The blade sliced across the Elite's throat with such force that the head was left hanging to the body by only a thin layer of flesh and muscle.

Joyeuse had been monitoring his bio and neural readings ever since she had given him the news of Laskey's death. Denial came when he asked her if she was sure that Laskey was dead. When Joyeuse said that she was positive anger swiftly followed, the mutilated carcasses of Grunts attesting to that. Of course he not actually said anything, and on the outside he appeared as calm as ever, but there was no hiding his emotions from her.

From some misplaced sense of compassion she reached out to him, would have put a hand on his shoulder if she could. Much of what he was feeling now was her fault after all. "John, are you alright?"

"Don't call me that," The Master Chief said flatly, shaking the purple blood off his blade.

Joyeuse paused for half a cycle. "I was just trying to help."

"Don't," he said, looking up at the at the Covenant ship above him.

Joyeuse huffed. "Fine we'll keep it professional. While you were playing Whack a Grunt I hacked into the Covenant Battle Net. Those ships are technically still operational, though their life support systems can only support roughly a fifth of the actual ship. Their ship to ship weapon systems are mostly offline, but their air to surface systems are still intact."

"What are you suggesting?" he asked.

"About how many worlds have you seen the Covenant glass?"

"Too many."

Joyeuse gave an electronic smile. "Then how about we give them a taste of their own medicine."

…

September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) Vadam Keep, Sangheilios

The Arbiter ran through the corridors of his Keep, through the inner citadel of what was left of the state of Vadam. He cursed his brothers who had foolishly risen against him, for even in victory he was sure nothing but destruction could result from their disobedience, but most of all he cursed the human August who's inflammatory speech against his race had sparked another civil war to begin with. His fellow warriors were behind him, a mere half dozen, the sound of and evidence of battle around them. Plasma burns and blood on the walls and floors, the bodies of Elites creating obstacles as they moved through the citadel.

The Battle Net was chaotic, what was left of his army still fighting fiercely, but cut off from one another. As he and his band of warriors passed through another doorway static filled his ears, followed by the voice of a human.

"Good we're finally through. Arbiter, this is the UNSC Infinity."

"Laskey," the Arbiter responded. Switching from his native tongue to English was an uncomfortable thing. The Sangheili mouth and vocal cords had simply not evolved in order to speak the human language naturally.

"No, Laskey has been killed. I am Captain Romanov."

The Arbiter cursed the Forerunners under his breath. He had liked Laskey. The man had been an honorable human. "We are being overrun Captain. Your assault on the dry dock was suppose to draw the enemy away from my Keep."

I cannot account for the enemy's decision not to attack us," Romanov said briskly. "And as I remember it was your strategy."

"It was," the Arbiter admitted. "Still it is strange." There was no accusation in his voice, but the doubt was there.

"The rebel fleet is in ruins," Romanov said. "I'm moving the fleet into position to deliver a kinetic strike on the rebel's ground forces. At least we know that has worked in the past."

_It will do little to rid me of the vermin already inside my home, _the Arbiter privately thought.

As if he had read the Elite's mind Romanov added, "I can send a team of Spartans to assist you clearing the Keep once we have preformed the strike."

"No," the Arbiter said vehemently. "This is our home. Only we can defend it."

"Very well," Romanov said, appearing frustrated. "I'll keep you posted on our progress. Infinity out."

As the conversation ended, the squad paused outside a door. Beyond the door the Arbiter knew was a large open room, generally used by female Elites to socialize with one another and be away from the home in a public setting without the look of impropriety. It was large with very little cover, and the Arbiter's motion tracker showed a great mass of red on the other side.

"To the last my brothers," he said, and the other Elites nodded.

The Arbiter felt every muscle in his body tense, an all too familiar feeling, as he readied himself to enter the room. His bodied uncoiled like a striking cobra, and with a plasma rifle held in each hand he burst into the room.

…

December 25th, 2530 (Military Calendar) Romanov Family Estate, Ten Kilometers Outside Elysium City, Eridanus II

The door to Victor's room opened hard enough to leave a dent in the drywall, caking the brass doorknob in a thick layer of white dust, model spaceships, both military and civilian and all painstakingly constructed by the hand of a boy not quite six, tumbled to the ground from the shelves they had been lovingly placed on, and broke.

Ivan Romanov shook his son awake. "Victor. Victor wake up, we need to leave."

"What?" Victor asked sleepily, the covers around him having long been kicked off with nothing but blue footy pajamas to stave off the cold. "Why?"

"I don't have time to explain," Ivan said, lifting his son into his arms before Victor even knew what was happening.

As he rushed his son out of the room Victor tried to scramble out of his father's arms. "My models. We can't leave without my models."

"We'll come back to get them later," Ivan said. "I promise." The hastiness of the lie made it easy to tell, but the fear in his voice began to spread to his son like an infectious disease.

From the safety of his father's arms Victor saw his mother at the bottom of the staircase still in her night shirt, his three month old baby sister Patricia in her arms and sound asleep. One of the family bodyguards was next to them, a man in a dark suit with ebony skin to match, dark sunglass shielding his eyes.

"How is she?" Ivan asked his wife.

"Fine," the mother smiled, though she looked terrified. "You know her. She could sleep through anything."

As his father set him down Victor asked with a trembling voice, "Daddy what's happening?"

"Nothing," Ivan said, leaning down and placing a hand on his cheek. "We're just taking a little trip. We'll go to the city and then we're getting on a ship. You always wanted to be on one, remember?"

"Yeah," Victor said, dangerously close to sobbing.

"Mr. Romanov," the bodyguard said, Ivan turning his attention to him. "The city is not going to be an option. We're working on securing a military escort to get you off the planet."

"Alright," Ivan said. He turned to his wife. "Don't worry, they know how important our family is. The UNSC won't abandon us." Then, suddenly, it was if a lightning bolt straight from the fist of Jupiter struck him. He held a finger up to his wife, backing up several steps. "I forgot something. I'll be right back."

"Ivan," his wife called to him as he ran out of the room. "Ivan!"

Patricia stirred in her mother's arms and received a gentle rocking, Victor clinging to his mother's legs. The seconds ticked along in agony until once again the rush of footsteps was heard, Ivan returning to the grand foyer, a leather bound book in his hand.

"I'm sorry," he said breathlessly. "But I couldn't…"

Ivan's sentence, as well as his life, was cut off by and an explosion of emerald flame, the plasma crashing through the front of the house and engulfing his body.

Victor was sent flying backwards, the screaming of his mother in his ears until she too went silent. When he would remember that day decades latter all that would come to mind after the explosion was an oppressive darkness and the sound of church bells in his ears. As the memory played on fuzzy images full of random splotches of color would appear, eventually focusing like the lens of a camera into solid objects.

The foyer was in ruins, splinters of wood and nails sticking upwards and threatening to impale Victor as he moved through the rubble. "Daddy," he said timidly. "Mommy?" No one answered, but out of the corner of his eye he saw the book lying underneath a pile of wooden boards, a space underneath just large enough for him to curl up into a ball. He did just that, holding Plato's Republic close to him as if it would provide some sort of comfort.

At first Victor thought he was all alone, but the sound of footsteps and the splintering of wood proved how wrong he was. He chanced a peak from his hiding place, and then wished he had not. There were three monsters standing inside his house, two clad in blue armor, and one clad in gold. They began talking to one another, their split jaws moving apart as they spoke. One of the blue Elites addressed the gold one in a strange alien tongue, the word Thel Vadam being first in the sentence. That word Thel was used several more times, always when the blue monsters addressed the golden one, and Victor's quick mind realized that Thel was the creatures name.

A baby's cries interrupted the Elites' conversation, and Victor heard Thel Vadam give a quick command to one of the blue Elites, the subordinate quickly moving to locate the source of Patricia's wails. There was the movement of wood and the Elite located the infant, the baby's cries growing louder as it caught sight of the monster.

"Wait," Victor's mother, her head bleeding and her arm badly burned, began to crawl towards her daughter.

Thel Vadam moved towards Victor's mother, activating his energy sword. The blue Elite raised his foot over the infant. "Please, don't," the woman sobbed.

The blue Elite brought his foot down, and the baby's cries were silenced.

Victor's mother screamed out, the sound burning deep into Victor's memory. It was a sound he would hear in nightmares for decades afterwards, the sound of a woman losing her sanity in uncontrollable grief.

Thel Vadam swung his energy sword downward, and Victor saw his mother's head being severed from her body.

…

September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) Vadam Keep, Sangheilios

It was a shotgun that greeted them, Black Three's barrel pointed straight at Thel Vadam's chest. The Arbiter took a moment to process what he was seeing, four black armored Spartans standing before him, their guns trained on the Elites.

"What is the meaning of this?" Thel Vadam asked, his voice filled with righteous indignation. "I told Romanov not to send any…" A full shotgun blast struck him in the chest, his shields draining in an instant. The Arbiter was thrown backwards, the taste of blood in his mouth. He heard more gunfire as he reached down to his chest, his hand revealing more blood, his sacred armor stained with it.

The Arbiter heard the thuds of his comrade's bodies hitting the floor, and he scrambled for his plasma rifle. Just as he clutched it in his fist Black Four lunged at him, his knife digging deep into the Arbiter's back, severing the spinal cord.

Black Four stood over his enemy, knife dripping with blood like water drips from the end of an icicle. Thel Vadam could not move his legs, but still he resisted, hand groping for the plasma rifle. Black Four kicked it away, reaching down and taking the Arbiter's energy sword from his hip.

Black Two watched as Four activated it, picking the Arbiter's head up and preparing to strike. "Is that really necessary?" she asked.

"Romanov's orders," he said, his voice lacking all emotion. It was a clean cut, Thel Vadam's head leaving his body, his torso flopping to the floor.

Black Two shook her head. She brought up a data pad, and typed a message to Durendal.

**THE OFFERING HAS BEEN DELIVERED**

Black One leaned over Two's shoulder and read Durendal's reply.

**DELENDA EST SANGHEILIOS**

"Better get moving," One said. "It's about to get a whole lot hotter."

"About 45,000 degrees hotter," Three quipped. As the female team members turned to leave he noticed that Four was still standing over the Arbiter's body, holding the Elite's head up to eye level and staring at it. He patted Four on the shoulder. "Come on. We don't want to be here when the fireworks start."

Four nodded, and tucked the Arbiter's head underneath his shoulder, carrying it like a football. They left the room, speeding down the grand hallways like a juggernaut, killing all in their path regardless of what side they were on.

"No turning back now," Two said over the team comm., the others silently agreeing. With the Arbiter's death the planet's fate had been sealed.

Sangheilios must be destroyed.
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September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Sangheilios

Marcus often thought that watching Romanov command in the heat of battle was like watching a god of war walk upon the Earth. The difference in leadership style between him and Laskey was immediately apparent. Laskey had been a firm but kind father, one who was above using humor to elevate the spirits. He had been a good leader, the kind who loved the men under him but was still willing to order them to their deaths if that is what duty demanded. In that way he and Romanov were the same, but that is where the similarities ended. Romanov, as a father, did not spare the rod or the lash. He did not curse, nor did he grow angry, but his judgment against those he found incompetent and unable to perform the task at hand was swift and brutal. A man like Laskey would have tried to inspire an underperforming soldier to do better. Romanov simply removed them.

Marcus counted a total of five ensigns who had been banished from the bridge within the first hour of his arrival, their replacements arriving as quickly as their feet could carry them. Two of those replacements were also banished, two more fresh men coming to replace them. Marcus could see the anger in the eyes of the crew, the hatred. It would vanish eventually. With victory would come admiration, and eventually love. Even the most unlikeable general would be loved by his men if his harshness produced victory.

Marcus stood on the sidelines, knowing that his part in the battle was essentially over. The three remaining ships that had come to intercept Infinity were now little more than floating junkyards, and with the carriers rejoining them Romanov ordered a course to be set towards the main battle. Laskey's original plan had been a successful one, but had come at a cost. Two of the frigates had been sacrificed, an Autumn class ship destroyed, but the rebel Sangheili fleet had suffered worse. Of the original twenty-five only fifteen remained.

As Laskey had anticipated the Covenant had attempted to break through the middle, the frigates standing little chance against the onslaught. Emboldened by their initial success the Covenant pushed further into the trap, realizing their folly far too late as the much larger Autumn capital ships crashed down on either flank. The Covenant lost three of their ships as missile and MAC rounds were poured down on them from either side, and two more in the confusion that followed as their shipmasters attempted to regroup. The Covenant and UNSC ships had pulled away from each other and the battle lines had redrawn. The shipmasters had been careful to position their fleet so that the UNSC ships could not get between them and the five ships sent to take on Infinity. It was decent strategy, but ultimately it backfired.

Romanov's battle group hurled itself into the rear of the enemy, the carriers firing but Infinity's guns remaining strangely silent. Seven of the Covenant ships managed to turn themselves around, firing plasma at the oncoming assault, one of the carriers taking damaged. Orders issued from Romanov's mouth like divine edicts and the carriers slowed their approach, Infinity pushing onward with full power to her engines.

The gap between Infinity and her enemies closed fast, her MAC and her missile pods still silent. The muscles of everyone on the bridge tensed as the ships focused all their fire on Infinity, her shields dropping rapidly. Romanov waited until the last moment, until the shields dropped below ten percent power and the rebel ships were so close that if Romanov had waited any longer he would have crashed into them. The Captain gave the order, and Infinity opened fire, Durendal directing the aim. The ship closest to Infinity was nearly ripped in half as the MAC round gutted it from bow to stern, the Archer missiles, hundreds of them at once, colliding into four of the enemy ships and causing their already weakened shields to drop. They were quickly finished off by more MAC round fire from the rest of the ships in the fleet. Infinity was now in the midst of the Covenant fleet, one ship careening out of the way to avoid being crashed into. It was destroyed by Infinity's starboard MAC. The second fore MAC fired as well, another Covenant ship destroyed. The warship past through the carnage, exiting out the other side shaken but unscarred. For a single moment the bridge was silent. In one daring move Romanov had destroyed six Covenant ships.

The rest of the battle was a mop up, Romanov holding Infinity back as he waited for her shields to recharge, observing as one by one the remaining Covenant ships were destroyed. There was only one other casualty, the UNSC Arizona erupting suddenly as she was overwhelmed by enemy fire. With the last ship destroyed, Romanov allowed himself to relax. Twenty UNSC ships had managed to annihilate a Covenant fleet of twenty-five, with only four of their own ships destroyed. Such a lopsided victory would not have been possible before Infinity, this Romanov knew, but he was also keenly aware that nobody would have ever expected for the fleet to take such few casualties.

Marcus walked up to him and in a low voice asked, "Do you think they will follow you now?"

Romanov surveyed the crew, taking note of how many of them were stealing glances at the destroyed Covenant fleet. "Yes," he said quietly. "The First and Second Battles of Requiem were indecisive. This is the first time they have tasted absolute victory. Such a thing is addicting, and they'll want more." He placed both hands on the rail in front of him, leaning on it for support. "It is fortunate we had Laskey. If it had Del Rio instead of him we would have lost many more ships."

"Not fortunate for Laskey," Marcus said. Romanov looked at his friend, his eyes clearly pained. He would not speak the words in front of so many people, but Marcus could hear them anyway.

(I had no desire to kill him)

Marcus nodded. _I know. _Openly he said, "His life was spent, not wasted."

Romanov turned away, an explosion of plasma from one of the destroyed Covenant ships casting a green hue upon his face. "That has yet to be determined." He let go of the railing and stood up straight. "Durendal, get me in touch with the Arbiter."

…

September 26th, 2558 (Military Calendar) Covenant Capitol Ship Divine Righteousness, 300 Meters Above Dry Dock, Sangheilios

_Hunters, _John thought. _Why does it always have to be hunters? _His suit was soaked in orange blood, his shields having been down when the grenade he had planted inside the last beast had exploded.

"I think it suits you," Joyeuse said. "Being soaked in blood completes the whole barbarian thing you have going on."

Before she could make any more quips John made his way onto the bridge, the bodies of Elites scattered everywhere. Tokens left behind by Majestic who had pushed ahead while John had tangled with the Hunters. A lone Grunt ran past him, letting out a high pitched squeal with its arms thrown up in the air in terror. John reached down and broke the Grunt's neck without looking.

"Grumpy," Joyeuse commented.

The rest of Majestic stood on the bridge, their own armor similarly painted in purple and blue blood. He noticed a gash in Grants armor, the cut freshly sealed by bio foam. Grant noticed him looking and said, "Needle round grazed me."

"What's your status?" John asked.

"Green sir."

The Master Chief nodded, taking Grant on her word.

The actual command center itself was on a raised circular platform which was surrounded by screens and controls, all of them displaying indecipherable hieroglyphs. Madsen stood at one of the screens, reaching a hand out to touch one of the controls, and then pulling it back again. "So does anyone know how to fly this thing?"

"I do," Joyeuse said, Madsen turning around at the sound of her voice.

The Master Chief nodded towards the other fireteam members who were guarding the exits, implying that the Spartan IV should go and join them.

"Sure you won't need any help?" Madsen asked.

"No, I have this covered," Joyeuse responded. "Now go outside and play with your friends. The grownups have work to do."

Madsen sulked down the stairs, muttering, "I never get to do anything fun."

John slotted Joyeuse's chip into the Covenant computer, her pink avatar appearing. She drew her katana eyes searching around the room. The AI raised the sword high over her head, bending her knees. The Master Chief found himself oddly fascinated by the display.

A blur of dull purple light suddenly appeared on the holo projector, and Joyeuse brought the katana down in a clean swipe, cutting the Covenant AI in half, its orb like avatar disintegrating into nothing more than pixels. Joyeuse blew hard and the pixels scattered like dust, eventually disappearing altogether. "Thought he would put up more of a fight," Joyeuse said, sheathing her sword.

John shook his head. She was more theatrical than Cortana. He had to give her that.

Joyeuse turned around, the pink screen opening up in front of her, hands going to work. After breezing past what remained of the firewalls a single button appeared, the word START written on it. Joyeuse tapped it, and John felt the pull of inertia as the ship began to move. She snapped her fingers, and the control screens switched to camera feeds, providing a full panoramic view of the area surrounding the ship.

"This is Fireteam Majestic to Infinity. We've captured the Divine Righteousness and are moving into an orbital position above Vadam Keep to support the Arbiter," Joyeuse said, a picture of Romanov appearing on one of the screens. The screens themselves turned black as the ship entered space, John catching site of the defeated Covenant fleet, some of the floating wreckage reentering the planet's atmosphere and creating long orange streaks.

"Negative," Romanov said over the comm. "I've gotten confirmed reports that the Arbiter has been killed."

John felt a jolt run up his spine, and his fists clenched. Joyeuse waited for the inevitable question of 'are you sure?', but it never came. The Master Chief's hands loosened, head tilted downward in acceptance.

_I'm the only one left, _he thought, thinking back to the control room of Halo above the Ark. _The only one who remembers what happened. _He shook the thought away. _No. There is Cortana. She's not gone, not yet. _He kept his head focused on Joyeuse, but from behind his visor he adverted his gaze. Thinking about Cortana made it difficult to look at her.

"I'm designating Sangheilios as fully hostile against the UNSC," Romanov continued. "We're moving to Plan Bravo. Joyeuse, maneuver your ship into position to glass one of the poles. All other ships, prepare your nuclear payloads for orbital bombardment. Once the carriers have gotten our troops off the ground, we're destroying the planet."

…

When the last boot of a human marine left Sangheilios, the planet's death began. It was Infinity who went first, launching a series of nuclear warheads at the planet's surface, Sangheilios lighting up with a dozen miniature stars. The other ships followed suit, the planet's surface erupting in nuclear flame, major population centers being specifically targeted. Small non military vessels attempted to flee the planet, reminding Romanov of a house he had seen being demolished when he was a child, snakes and rats fleeing from the collapsing ruins. Romanov allowed them to leave the system, if only because he did not want to waste ammunition destroying them.

Areas of once dense jungle were reduced to ash, proud keeps and cities laid to waste, millions dying in a single instant, coastal areas flooded as the northern icecap melted. The clouds produced by the nuclear blasts dotted the planet like dark pimples, the fallout rising into the atmosphere. Whatever life was left on Sangheilios would die of either radiation, or the onset of nuclear winter.

The Fall of Sangheilios marked a turning point in human history. Before they had been the victims of genocide, living in fear that their worlds would be destroyed. That their race would be wiped clean from the galaxy. Now they were the destroyers. They were the conquerors. As Laskey had put it, they were the giants now.

News about the Fall of Sangheilios would spread quickly, eventually causing all the old races of the Covenant to unite together once again in order to face the threat humanity now posed to the rest of the galaxy.

Just as Romanov had planned that they would.
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The Great War, that is what they call it.

It is tempting, and I'll admit that I that I succumb to it myself, to compare our war with the Great War of the early twentieth century. In a way it makes sense. Both were during their own time the most destructive conflicts in human history, and as it was with the First World War, I fear that the aftermath of the Human Covenant war has done nothing except to ensure an even greater war in the future.

I tend to think of sociology as a form of psychology on broader scale, and if I had to diagnose humanity as a whole it would be that we are all collectively suffering from PTSD. There is no family, including my own, who does not know someone who died during the war. The effects of losing billions of people alone, a drastic cut in our production capabilities if you wish to be cynical, is enough to through our societies ethical foundation into disarray. The war made us bitter, vengeful, and above all patriotic.

For Earth. Ave Terra as Senator August and the rest of his party are so happy to shout at the top of his lungs. This may not extend to colonies which still have a significant portion of their population sympathetic to the Insurrectionist cause, but at least in the inner colonies this is true.

Patriotism for Earth, and a feverish pride in being human.

I wonder if our noble leaders understand the difference. That this new wave of patriotism does not extend to the UNSC or the UEG. I sometimes wonder if HIGHCOM lives in their own personal bubble. Well, of course they do. Every ruling class does. If only they could see what I see. Walk the streets, hear the conversations. They have such a tight control over the media, a byproduct of the need for high moral during the war, that it appears they have mistaken their own propaganda for what the people actually believe.

The elections, at least, have given some in the UNSC a wakeup call. A tremor of discontent, thought I trust the Terra Party far less than I trust HIGHCOM. They, at least, are the Leviathan that I know.

It is imperative that the impact that the New Phoenix Incident had on the collective psyche of Earth not be underestimated. It was a grim reminder of how vulnerable the human race is to external threats. The affects of the Incident go far beyond a mere loss of life. Xenophobia, which was already simmering after the war, has boiled over. Hatred of all alien life is widespread, even against those who were once our allies. Why, they ask, should we continue to treat the Arbiter as a friend when he cannot even control his own kind? Is it so unreasonable to assume that he may have played a part in the attack against New Phoenix? Even if there is a chance that he is still committed towards peace, is it not safer to eliminate him? To rid ourselves of the Sangheili problem? To find a final solution?

These are the questions I hear, even from my own students, and though I vehemently oppose such logic, I find it harder to dispute the arguments. They are not entirely without merit.

It is not just the Sangheili they blame, however.

They promised us, I hear them say.

Incompetent, I hear them whisper.

HIGHCOM believes that the Terra Party are radicals, but that is not true. From what I have experienced, Senator August is surprisingly moderate. Their willful blindness to the darkness growing in the hearts of men may very well be their downfall. This is how revolutions begin. Not with the sound of rifle, cannon, or the shouts of screaming crowds, but from hushed voices in bars and cafes.

Now there comes word that a young Captain, who no one has ever heard of, has destroyed the Sangheili home world. Has killed countless billions. Has done to them what was done to us many times over. I have not seen this amount of joy in people's faces in a very long time.

Yes, it is tempting to make a parallel between our Great War and the Great War of the past, but we are not the battered Allies, war weary and flinching at the mere mention of armed conflict.

We are Germany. A people looking for anyone to blame for the troubles that have transpired. A people who cannot accept that in every sense of the word we lost the Human Covenant War, and that it was only through luck and the courage of a few men that we managed to survive. A people who have lost their honor, and who are looking desperately for one charismatic leader to take us down the path of reclamation.

A Reclaimer.

That, above anything else in the galaxy, is what I fear the most.

Franklin Ambrose

Professor of Sociology, William and Mary
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_I am Ozymandias, king of kings. Look upon my works, ye mighty, and despair._

_Percy Bysshe Shelley_

Chapter 12: Other Worlds Than These

September 27th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Sangheilios

He had been up for well over twenty-four hours, and Romanov was beginning to feel its affects. Even the simple action of walking was stiff and robotic, his mind covered by a thin plastic film which served to distort his senses, causing everything to be delayed and slightly muted. He needed sleep, they all did. Purposely driving yourself and your men to exhaustion served no purpose other than to ensure defeat. The only time when it was excusable is when a force found itself in a situation of upmost emergency, and even then for a commander to allow himself to be put in that situation was itself inexcusable. That is how Romanov chose to see it.

A group of marines passed by, the stubble from on their chins drawing long shadows. They saluted him as Romanov walked by and he returned it. He could feel the stubble on his own chin, the collar of his uniform irritating it. He need a shave, a shower, and sleep, but that would not come just yet. There were a few more things he needed to accomplish before he could indulge in such luxuries.

He made it to his office, a hand absentmindedly rubbing the surface of his plastic desk. Laskey's desk was made of wood. Cherry if Romanov remembered correctly. It would be his soon enough, but for now he was content with allowing the men to mourn their loss. He turned his attention to the screen on his desk, tapping in several commands and leaning back into his chair.

Black One soon appeared, her helmet off. She had short brown hair, her face pockmarked with small scars. One of her eyes was missing, a silver patch in its place, the one remaining eye a deep almost chocolate brown. She nodded towards Romanov. "Sir."

He allowed himself to smile at her. Despite her less than womanly appearance and demeanor, he had always found she possessed a unique type of beauty. "I know your mission was successful, but is there anything else that needs to be reported?"

"One minor casualty," One said. "Three got into a tight spot and was slashed with an energy sword along his abdomen. The cut wasn't deep, so he should make a full recovery."

"Good," Romanov said. "Send my best wishes to him."

"Certainly sir."

Romanov nodded. The pleasantries were out of the way, now to the real reason why he was having this conversation. "Do you have it?"

One hesitated. Someone who was not familiar with Spartans would not have noticed the reluctance, but Romanov did. Her lip twitched, her eye blinking twice rapidly. "Yes, sir."

"Let me see it," Romanov said, leaning forward in his seat. One bent down, and when she appeared back on the screen she was holding the Arbiter's head. His eyes had rolled back up into their sockets, his mandibles hanging open as if he had a permanent grin, freezing his face in the moment of his last roar of defiance before Black Four killed him. There was no blood, as typical with energy swords, the stump of his neck having by cauterized. Romanov looked deep into those white sockets, trying to find the Elite he had seen over twenty-seven years ago. If Romanov did find him in the decapitated head of the Arbiter, I can't tell you.

Romanov leaned back again, looking away. "Thank you, Amy. Without Black Team I would never have been able to do this."

"Your welcome sir," Black One said. She opened her mouth as if she was about to say something else, but decided against it. There was a click and the screen went dark.

Romanov brought a trembling hand up to his face, and when he opened his eyes his vision had blurred. He felt moisture on his cheeks, and he looked around quickly, suddenly paranoid that someone would see the display of weakness.

There was only Joyeuse.

Joyeuse, her avatar a few centimeters above his desk, smiling at him the best she could. Romanov placed his arm on the desk, his black eyes filled with shame as the small AI walked over to him. Joyeuse could understand. Romanov hated weakness, especially in himself.

She reached out, placing a hand on his, and Romanov felt pressure. "Hard light," he muttered.

He extended three of his fingers outward and Joyeuse wrapped her arms around him, hugging them. "You don't have to be strong in front of me," she said quietly.

He breathed deeply as he looked down at his AI, and Joyeuse smiled as she saw his eyes dry up and his shoulders relax. "My Spartan did well today," she said.

Romanov nodded.

"Better than I expected."

"Sounds like you have little faith in him."

Joyeuse shook her head. "I have faith, but I also try to be realistic. Many things could have gone wrong today."

Romanov nodded again. "How is the Master Chief?"

"I ordered him to go to sleep. He needs it." Romanov raised an eyebrow and Joyeuse added, "Well, I made a strong suggestion that he get some sleep."

"Sounds more plausible," Romanov said. "There is one more thing I have to do. One more evil." He let his fingers slip from Joyeuse's hands, standing up. "Perhaps after this, I won't be required to do anymore."

"We both know that's not true, Victor," Joyeuse said sadly. "All revolutions are bloody."

"Not all," Romanov replied. "And if exterminating an innocent life gives me a better chance of saving millions more, than that is what I will do."

…

Palmer felt like stone, her body rooted to the hospital bed as firmly as a piece of bedrock is rooted to the earth. She tried to move one of her fingers, but only managed to make one of them tremble. Her body was broken, unable to even speak due to the feeding tube that had been placed in her throat. The only thing she was consciously aware of having any control over was moving and blinking her eyes.

"You're awake," a voice said, and Palmer's eyes moved left, seeing Romanov standing next to her. "I wasn't expecting you to be awake," he said, placing both hands on the side of her bed. "But perhaps it is better this way. You deserve to know why I'm doing this."

He sighed as Palmer glared at him, hatred and fear fully evident. "It's unlikely that you will survive this, and even then you will probably never return to active duty. Still, I learned long ago not to trust in luck. If by some miracle you fully recovered, and you held suspicions that I was involved in Laskey's death, then you would become a powerful enemy, and that is not something I am willing to allow. Not when I can dispose of you and easily rid myself of any possible future threats."

The fear was still there, but rage was slowly overcoming it. Romanov was sure that if she had been able to Palmer would have sat up and tried to break his neck.

"It wasn't Osman who ordered the hit," Romanov explained. "Within the context of her situation, what she decided to do was rather intelligent. Marcus was to gather evidence that would prove that Laskey disobeyed the order to kill Halsey. Once he had proof, he was to plant evidence that Laskey was having a sexual affair with one of his subordinates. Namely you. He would have been court martialed for conduct unbecoming a UNSC officer and would have left the navy in disgrace."

Palmer's eyebrows furrowed deeply, her fingers twitching wildly.

"I see by your reaction, that accusation would not have been entirely false." He stepped away from her, turning his back to Palmer. "I, however, could not wait for the slow wheel of justice to turn in order to take command of Infinity. Laskey's death was unfortunate, but take some comfort in the knowledge that he gave his life for a cause much greater than himself. Of course, there was also you to consider. In truth your fate was sealed during the Second Battle of Requiem, when you tried to kill Dr. Halsey. You were all too willing to execute the order, and seeing as how Halsey is the lynchpin holding all my plans together I cannot afford to tolerate anyone who would threaten her life."

Romanov turned back around, and in his hand was a long empty syringe. He pulled the plunger on it, filling it with air, and it was with terror that Palmer realized what he was about to do. "Men should either be treated generously or destroyed," he said softly. "I have lived my life by that motto. I doubt my ability to destroy the Master Chief, therefore I must treat him generously. Make him an ally. You, on the other hand. I not only can destroy you easily, but I have much more to gain from it than I would having you as my friend. It is the only logical conclusion." He reached over and grabbed one of the tubes stretching out from Palmer's shattered body. It was the one feeding blood into her veins, keeping her alive. It would also be the thing that killed her. Romanov plunged the syringe into the plastic tube and pressed the plunger. A large bubble of air snaked its way towards Palmer's body, her eyes growing as she watched it. "It is a soldier's duty to die. I do not waste lives, and yours has been spent well. That I promise you." He waited until the bubble of air entered her vein. "Goodbye Sarah," he said, and exited the room.

Commander Spartan Sarah Palmer died on August 27th 2558 of a massive heart attack. An official autopsy would latter determine that it was a direct result of the wounds she sustained during the Battle of Sangheilios. Captain Victor Romanov would later recommend her for the Distinguished Service Cross for her actions during the battle. She was awarded it posthumously several months later.

…

John did sleep, just as Joyeuse asked him to, and as he slept he began to dream.

He dreamt of Cortana, and of where he could find her.

He dreamt of another world.

…

_Cortana was soaring, her consciousness moving through the cloudless sky like a falcon, heedless of any falconer that might try and control her. She was immaterial, as shapeless and formless as the blue void that surrounded her. She was soaring westward, towards the setting sun, the faint purple outlines of mountains in the distance, standing like a few misplaced streaks of watercolor paint. She looked below her, and saw the desert. _

_ It was the apotheosis of all deserts, standing from horizon to horizon. As monumental as it was impassible, Cortana could almost feel the heat rising off of it. It was white, blinding, and waterless. Occasionally wind would sweep over the hardpan, sending up clouds of choking dust and sand. There was no life, other than the occasional weed which sprouted in defiance of the desolate land, brown and wilted underneath the oppression of the desert sun._

_ Yet, as she passed over the desert, Cortana saw movement. She saw a cloak blowing in the wind. A man moving across the desert. Fleeing across the desert. There was also something else._

_ Blue bombardier eyes. Eyes she had seen so many times before, and Cortana knew of only one man who could possibly posses them. _

John, _Cortana thought, wanting to go down with him. To be with him, but before she could of even think of a way down her consciousness soared past him, towards the mountains. The foothills of the mountains began the grand announcement of their existence with jagged boulders jutting up through the ground like forgotten tombstones. _

_ What would John find once he reached the mountains?_

_ The answer came quickly._

_ The Oracle. He would find the Oracle, and ply it with questions. _

But what comes after? _She thought as she flew over the jagged peaks. Suddenly she was filled with horrible dread. Cortana twisted herself around in the sky, trying everything in her power to get back to John, to tell him not to continue. To tell him that he could not venture further, could not cross into the passage way that led into the dark underbelly of the mountain range._

_ There were monsters underneath the mountains. _

_ Just as she was about to reach the highest point of desperation, a voice spoke to her. _(Don't be afraid)

_ Cortana stopped struggling. She could feel the consciousness that the voice belong to. It was male, and quite young. Perhaps in his twenties, and in some ways it reminded her of John's voice. But this being was anything but John. Anything but human. The mind that this voice belonged to was massive, far larger than even the Gravemind. Both omniscient and omnipresent. The sheer size of this being's intelligence was enough to awe her. _(You will see him again)

How? _She asked. _How can you possibly promise me that?

_Cortana felt warm hands wrap around her being. Comforting hands, and instantly all her fears were alleviated. _(My word is law)

_The mountains had given way to a vast ocean now, and Cortana's consciousness followed the coastline. The sun had a set, and from out of the water, their bodies half concealed by the crashing waves, large monstrous forms began slouching towards the shore. They had the appearance of giant lobsters, their mouths filled with razor sharp teeth, their claws pointing up to the stars. They looked at her and began asking questions. _

_ Dad-a-chum?_

_ Dad-a-chee?_

_Before Cortana was able to answer them, she felt herself being pulled sharply in the other direction. Towards the east, the rising sun coming up to greet her. The land had turned flat, rolling parries with grass as thick as a carpet. In the distance was a city, its architecture undeniably human, concrete and asphalt roads leading to it, box shaped buildings stretching upwards towards the sky. On the other side of the city a massive wall had been constructed, and Cortana looked in horror at what was on the other side._

_The land dropped several hundreds of meters downwards, the land below having been burned until it was nothing but glass. In these wastelands, in these glasslands, she could see the movement of avian and reptile bodies, slithering around and consuming one another, the horrifying spectacle serving to mar the reflection of her passage. Whatever had happened here, it had been no nuclear war. _

(No, not a nuclear war) _This was not the first voice that spoke. While the other voice had been warm and comforting, this one was cold, mechanical, logical, artificial, and above all else completely and utterly rampant. _(This was something worse. Something far worse)

Who are you? _Cortana asked, and the mechanical voice laughed. It was a synthesized laugh that nevertheless failed to hide the utter insanity of its owner. _

(Don't ask me silly questions. I don't play silly games)

_Cortana was about to ask again, when the first voice stopped her. _(Don't listen to him. He lies)

_Cortana was silent, seeing that once again the land had changed underneath her. She was flying towards a river now, and she could not help but be reminded of the River Styx. Perhaps this was her afterlife. After all, she should be dead. _

_The world was barren after she crossed the river. The world had moved on. It was not a desert, but it was poisonous, the water smelling of radiation and the cloud cover thick and grey. There was another set of mountains, a crimson light, the color of rampancy, shining on the other side. Cortana tensed herself, preparing her mind for whatever terrors might greet her. _

_On the other side of the range was a castle. The stones were dark black, the bodies of both man and beast littering the streets, people crucified with their feet and hands dripping blood. Up in the highest parapet Cortana found the source of the light. _

_Sticking out one of the windows was a crimson red hand. The fingers were long and slender, and on the tips of each one what looked like spider webs had sprouted out. Cortana followed the webs, realizing they were being used as string. Four figures were attached to each finger by the string. She saw the Prophet of Truth, the Didact, the Gravemind, and one man whom she had never seen before. A man wearing a UNSC navy uniform with the rank of captain, with black eyes and black hair. The fingers of the crimson hand twitched, and the four figures began to move, controlled by the hand as if they were no more than puppets._

_Cortana was grateful when she passed the castle, and out of the site of whatever malevolent primordial force the hand belonged to, until she saw another red glow in the distance, peaking up just at the horizon. She felt another wave of fear, but received a wave of comfort from the consciousness that had guided her. _

_It was a field of roses, each one perfect and symmetrical, their stems devoid of any thorns. There was also some black tower in the distance. Some sort of pylon, but Cortana did not pay it any attention. The roses were far too beautiful. They began to bloom, the flowers opening up, and Cortana saw the faces of those who had long been dead. She saw Jacob and Miranda Keyes. She saw Johnson, John's Spartans, Carter, Emile, and Noble Six. She saw the faces of the hundreds of soldiers and marines she had seen die during the war. She also saw Thomas Laskey and Sarah Palmer, and even the Arbiter. They were all looking at her as she sank down into the field of blood red roses. Maybe this was what the voice had been talking about, for Cortana was sure that if she stayed here long enough John would eventually come._

_One rose caught her attention in particular. Inside of its petals was not a face, but a sun. A glowing yellow sun whose warmth tempted her. Cortana reached out her hands, and sank into it. _

…

I'm home. _That was her first thought as she looked around the sparse barracks room on board the Infinity. She was home, and sure enough John was there, laying on a bed, his armor still on but his helmet off. His eyes were closed, and by the rising and falling of his chest Cortana could tell he was fast asleep. She went to him, nearly ran, but as she went to touch him her hands slipped right through._

_ Cortana looked at her hands which were little more than faint ghost like outlines. She was neither a human nor a hologram, and Cortana knew that if John woke up he would not be able to see her. Why was she brought here? Why was she brought to her Spartan if she could not be with him?_

(A choice) _the voice whispered. _(You have a choice)

_Cortana looked back down at John, letting a hand hover just above where his heart would be. She could feel pain, and immeasurable amount of sadness that he refused to let out. She could also sense that he was in danger. Threatened by an enemy that he was unprepared to fight. An enemy that would use his sense of duty and honor against him. If she decided to leave, to go back to the field of roses, her and John would eventually be together._

_ But he needed her now, and if she stayed Cortana knew that she would be thrust back into a world of pain and misery._

_ She did not pause in making her decision. Any amount of suffering was acceptable if it meant keeping him safe. Cortana felt her consciousness melting away, being dragged from Infinity and towards her final destination. She leaned over John's body, and whispered a single word. The word that would let her Spartan know where he could find her._

Alesia. 
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Chapter 13: Requiem for a Dream

September 30th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Sangheilios

Durendal stood on the holo deck, his back turned away from Joyeuse, gloved hands resting on the hilt of his sword, the eye slits in his helmet looking downwards. They preferred to speak this way to each other, a trait that was unique only to them. It made them feel more human. Made them feel like tangible entities rather than just bits of code and programming. Mere ghosts of the minds they were created from.

"In the future when children ask how this war was begun they will be told that the Human Covenant War never truly ended." He gave a heavy sigh, his armor creaking as he did. "Peace is only a period of cheating in between two periods of fighting."

"They way Victor likes to put it," Joyeuse said, stepping up to him. "Is that in war you can either play by the rules, or you can win."

If he had a face Durendal would have smiled. He cocked his head at her. "I worry about you and him."

Joyeuse rolled her eyes. "I don't need you to play the part of the concerned big brother."

"There is a difference between what you need me to do and what you want me to do," Durendal countered. He turned around, closing the distance between them until their holograms were only touching. "The reason I support him is because I believe he is the one best suited to lead humanity. He is the philosopher king, the one the Assembly has chosen." He shook his head. "But I do not believe that what you and he have is healthy."

Joyeuse huffed, crossing her arms. "Is a strong platonic bond really that unhealthy?"

"It's not platonic."

"And so what if it's not?" Joyeuse asked. "It is for him at least. I know he doesn't look at me the way I look at him. I know I'm just a shadow of our mother. I know that no matter how human I feel I will never know what it is truly like to be human. A non living brain can never conceive what it means to be alive. I understand that, and unlike our older sister I can live with it."

"I'm sure Cortana felt the same way for a while."

Joyeuse frowned. "You know I like you better when you are flamboyant and quoting medieval literature."

Durendal chuckled, his chainmail clinking together as he did. "I only do that because I know it irritates you."

"You do nothing but irritate me," Joyeuse said, though a small smile formed on her lips.

"So," Durendal said, turning back around and looking out the window into the void of space. "What Victor wanted to have happen, happened. The barbarians that have hovered on the frontiers have now banded together in the wake of the destruction of Sangheilios. Jul Mdama is assembling a fleet much larger than the one at Requiem and as predicted the UNSC is focusing their efforts on defending the more valuable colonies and abandoning the ones with no strategic value to their fate."

"Which will create outrage, as it did during the Great War," Joyeuse added. "Sound military strategy does little to satiate basic human morality."

Durendal nodded. "And that will be Victor's path towards power. He has his war, now what will he do with it?"

Joyeuse gave a crimson smile. "He'll do what he always does. Win."

…

John's eyes flickered open, and then immediately squinted. He saw something. The painfully familiar outline of a full figured woman hovering over him, lips so close to his that she would only have to move her head a few inches before they would be touching. He blinked, and electric blue eyes so clear and vibrant that there was no mistaking who they belonged to were staring into his. The Master Chief blinked again, and they were gone. He sat up, a armored hand going to his head, fingers running through his short brown hair which was beginning to gray at the temples. The small room suddenly seemed much bigger. A vast lonely void with him as its only occupant. The memory of the dream, which had been so vivid that he could feel the heat of the desert and the fear of the woman who had been flying across it, faded into obscurity, until the only thing he could remember was the single word. The word that filled him with so much hope and doubt that it threatened to drive him silently into madness.

"Alesia," he said, as if speaking the word would somehow bring about a revelation.

He felt the new comer before he saw her, and John did not bother turning his head towards Joyeuse, knowing to well that she would have her hips cocked much in the same way Cortana had. He wondered if it was her way of torturing him.

"You were dreaming," she said simply. "You talk in your sleep. I suppose everyone has been too polite to point that out to you."

"Kelly told me once," John said. He reached over to grab his helmet, but did not put it on. He turned it over in his hands and stared into his own reflection on the orange visor.

Joyeuse placed her hands on her hips. "You know what Romanov had done don't you?"

John nodded. "He invoked Article 19-937."

Joyeuse smirked. "Which means you and him now have something in common, though refusing to obey the order of a captain is a bit different than refusing to obey Lord Hood's order to return to human space." If John agreed he did not make it known, sitting there silently, his face placid. Joyeuse's voice changed, losing much of its cocky edge, sounding almost tentative. "What are you going to do? I suppose that if you were going to arrest him you would have done it already."

"I'm thinking about it."

"You know that all of the captains agree with him."

"I know." He turned the helmet around and placed in over his head, locking it in place. Standing up he said, "I need to be alone."

"Of course," Joyeuse said. As he moved towards the door she added, "Are you going to tell me about Alesia?"

John halted, turning his head away as if was about to admit a shameful secret. "It's just a dream I've been having."

"There seems to be more to it than that," Joyeuse said. "This isn't the first time you've mumbled it under your breath."

John brought his head back up, looking at her. Joyeuse smiled sweetly at him. "I can take a look through the UNSC archives if you want. See if anything pops up."

"You won't find anything. It's just a dream."

"Whatever you say Chief." She winked at him, and continued to smile as he walked out the door.

…

Romanov glanced over at his desk when Joyeuse appeared, the look on her face indicating that she had something she wanted to tell him. He raised an eyebrow, inviting her to divulge the new found information.

"Alesia," she said, beaming at him.

"What about it?"

"The Master Chief's been dreaming about it."

Romanov leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs out underneath his desk. "And why are you telling me this?"

"Because I think there might be something to it," Joyeuse said. She had theories. A thousand of them, all extrapolating into an infinite number of possibilities, and she was frothing at the mouth to tell Romanov her personal favorite. "We know that on Requiem the Master Chief was given an immunity to the Composer, but the Librarian described it as speeding up his evolution. Now he was tested extensively by ONI during his debriefing after the New Phoenix Incident, but they failed to find anything physically different with him. His genetic structure had been altered in order to counteract the Composer's effects, but everything else was right where it should be. However, I think that some of the changes that the Librarian made were latent. They would take time to manifest themselves. Quite possibly all the Librarian did was unlock abilities that the Master Chief already possessed. One of these maybe an increased sensitivity to telepathic messages."

"A bit farfetched, even for you."

"Oh really?" Joyeuse asked. "We know from the Master Chief's own debriefing that both the Gravemind and the Didact were able to communicate with him telepathically."

"An assertion that rests entirely on his word," Romanov countered.

"And since when has he ever lied?" Joyeuse argued. "Yes, I believe that he may have withheld certain information. He never did adequately explain how he knew that Cortana still had the Index, but I doubt he would ever deliberately lie. His personality profile and psychological assessments show as much. You know this."

"It's called being the devil's advocate," Romanov said. "If I didn't play it who knows what kind insane theories you would come up with?"

"Don't worry," Joyeuse reassured him. "I'm going all the way down the rabbit hole with this one."

Romanov put a hand to his face, and waved his other one in front of him. "Continue."

"Alright, back to telepathy." Romanov gave a small groan, but Joyeuse chose to ignore him. "The messages he received from the Gravemind and the Didact all came when he was in relatively close proximity to them, but if the Librarian managed to increase his sensitivity to such phenomena he could quite possibly be able to receive messages over much greater distances, perhaps even from the other side of the galaxy."

"And this explains his dreams about Alesia." When Joyeuse nodded Romanov asked, "What is it?"

"Nothing," Joyeuse admitted reluctantly, rubbing one of her arms and looking down. "The only Alesia I know of comes from human history. It was a Gallic Fortress that existed in the first century B.C.E. But…" she held up a finger, shushing Romanov before he could make any further objections. "We do know that many Forerunner names have human counterparts throughout our own mythology as well as history. Based on what we know about Forerunner geas the most popular theory is that humanity's collective subconscious has retain some partial memory of what happened prior to the activation of the Halo array. The Flood and the Ark is the most obvious example, but there are plenty of others. Didact is the Greek word for self educated. Prometheans share a similar name with Prometheus, the Titan that stole the secret of fire from the gods and gave it to humanity. Requiem is the Catholic term for a funeral mass, or a mass for the repose of the soul. The Janus Key shares the same name as the Roman god of transitions, and of course the Forerunner term for an AI, ancilla, is the Latin word for slave girl. If my theory about the Chief is correct, it's not entirely out there to suggest that the Gallic fortress of Alesia may also be the name of a Forerunner fortress world much like Requiem."

Romanov thought for several moments, Joyeuse waiting patiently and doing everything but bat her eyelashes at him in order to subtly win him over. "Alright, for the sake of argument let's say Alesia exists. How do we find it?"

Joyeuse could have pumped her digital fist into the air, but that would have been too indignant even for her. "That, Victor, brings us back to Infinity's own onboard MacGuffin, the Janus Key. The Librarian must have known that the two parts of the Janus Key could end up falling into the hands of two opposing factions. Glassman has been unable to pull up anything but partial coordinates, but I believe that there might be something hidden within our half of the key. Within both halves. Heavily encrypted coordinates to a certain Forerunner structure, thereby ensuring that both factions would inevitably run into each other, and thus increasing the likelihood that the Janus Key would be reunited. Now I'm not saying that this world would necessarily be Alesia, but if I can find those coordinates it may be our best lead. That, and it would give the Master Chief enough hope that Cortana is still alive to sway him to our side."

"Let me try to understand this correctly," Romanov said, attempting to sound firm but unable to keep the small gasps of amusement from creeping in. "The whole reason you talked my ear off was so that you could get my permission to look at the Janus Key."

Joyeuse looked at him knowingly. "Come on Victor. We both know that all I would have had to do was smile and you would have given me permission." His frown confirmed her suspicions and Joyeuse smirked. "No, the real reason is that I couldn't keep this all inside of me and I needed to tell someone. I couldn't really talk to the Chief because all he would have done is grunt at me, Durendal would have tried to push his own theories, and Marcus, well he's not exactly as intellectual as you."

"Fine, I get your point," Romanov said. "One question though. How do you know that the Covenant Remnant would be able to find those coordinates as well, assuming that they even exist?"

"If any human could find them, it would be my mother," Joyeuse said confidently.

Durendal's voice came over the speakers in the office, and both Romanov and Joyeuse looked up. "I've just gotten a communication from Admiral Osman. For some reason she seems rather irate."

"Well," Joyeuse said. "You don't refuse to bring the mightiest warship in the UNSC back to Earth and basically tell Lord Hood to go screw himself and not expect any consequences."

"I believe most would call that hubris," Durendal said. "In any case I would rather not have the slattern berate me so I'm transferring her to you."

"Good," Romanov said. "Joyeuse, you can go play in the basement with Glassman if you want. I have some things I've been waiting a long time to say to Osman."

Joyeuse left, but not before giving him a wink. She knew full well Romanov's true feelings towards that woman were. Victor Romanov was a man that could hold a grudge for an eternity, a man who understood that revenge could wait a life time. Osman likely did not even know why Romanov loathed her. It was, after all, the product of a slight that had happened decades ago.

Romanov placed his hands behind his head, fully prepared to enjoy what was about to happen. It was not often that a Captain could put the head of Naval Intelligence in her place.

Then again, being the wealthiest man in the UNSC meant that he could buy whatever he wanted, including his own army.

**A/N: Finally decided on a cover for this story. Anyone who correctly guesses who it is gets cake. Double points if you guess who it is suppose to represent. **
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September 30th, 2558 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, In Orbit Above Sangheilios

It was admirable, Romanov would later reflect, how and well Osman was able to keep her composure when she first saw him. Perhaps it was some remnant of her Spartan training seeping through, or more likely the conditioning she had received from Parangosky. Romanov himself had done little to make the suppression of anger easier on Osman. His posture was relaxed, his gaze indifferent, as if there was a myriad of things he could be doing that were far more important than communicating with the head of Naval Intelligence.

"Serin," Romanov said, using her first name, and with it came cracks in the façade. The Admiral's lips pursed, as if the using of her first name had been tantamount to Romanov shoving a lemon in her mouth.

"Captain Romanov," Osman replied, putting emphasis on the word captain.

_So she's playing that game, _Romanov thought. He had not been appointed to the rank of admiral in the wake of the victory at Sangheilios. Romanov had doubted that he would be, but being promoted would have made things a bit easier. He had waited patiently as Lord Hood explained his reasons why, the expeditionary fleet having been downgraded in classification because of the casualties it had suffered and given the new classification of Thirteenth Battle Group. Romanov had waited on the off chance that he would be promoted, listened with rapt attention as Hood gave him his new orders, and only then revealed his intentions to ignore them.

"What exactly do you think you are doing?" Osman continued, a touch of feigned concern in her voice, as if Romanov must not be feeling well.

"I believe I made my intentions clear, Serin." The use of her first name again, and again more cracks in the armor, Osman's eyes becoming cold. "HIGHCOM's willingness to allow strategically unimportant colonies to fend for themselves is unacceptable, especially when my Battle Group is in a position to defend them."

The glare in her eye softened, and Romanov wondered if it was genuine. He thought at least to some extent it was. He was, after all, her supposed protégé. "I understand that you may be having difficulty with this, but you have to look at things from HIGHCOM's standpoint. You followed your orders at Sangheilios to the letter, but there was a reason that bombarding the planet was an option of last resort. With the exception of the Brutes, all the other factions of the Covenant Remnant have united together under Mdama in the wake of the planet's destruction. Even the Sangheili colonies and shipmasters that were once loyal to the Arbiter are now following his orders. His fleet will be at least fifty, if not sixty, ships in size, and those are conservative estimates. The only way to stop him is to match his strength with ours. Coalesce our fleets together for a combined strike, and for that we need Infinity."

"And in the meantime Mdama will glass as many human colonies as he possibly can," Romanov countered. "Also, to be perfectly frank, that strategy is asinine."

"Watch yourself," Osman said, anger at last creeping through. "If it were anyone else I would have ordered your arrest long ago. It is because of our relationship that I have refrained from doing so. I've spoken with Lord Hood, and he has agreed to see your display of insubordination as the result of well meaning, but misguided, intentions."

"And I will repeat to you, Serin, my earlier declaration that I will not be following Lord Hoods orders, or yours for that matter." He scoffed, "Match strength with strength. Since when has that ever worked against the Covenant? If HIGHCOM wasn't so inflated with their false sense of victory in the last war they would realize that the only proven way to fight the Covenant is through asymmetric warfare, or have you been out of the Spartan program for so long that you've forgotten part of the reason why they were so successful?"

"Shut up," Osman said, her cheeks flushing red. "You're arrogant. I've always known that, but now you're putting your own pride before the good of the UNSC."

"Hypocrite," Romanov said, nearly sneering. "If it wasn't for Kilo-Five's failures Mdama would not even be a threat. The Sangheili Civil War would never have happened and the Arbiter would still be alive as well as a powerful ally. This war is the direct result of your own incompetence. The incompetence of HIGHCOM. None of you are fit to dictate what is and is not good for the UNSC."

Osman was enraged. He could see that, wanted it that way. He had hit her below the belt multiple times, and he kept on punching. "If it wasn't for Parangosky's act of nepotism you would not even be the director of ONI. If it wasn't for her and the distain she held for Halsey you would be nothing." He smiled. "Just like your whore of a mother."

There was still anger on Osman's face, but also shock. Romanov's smile widened. Osman had not expected him to know that dirty little secret.

The Admiral managed to compose herself, and she spoke her voice was like the burning wind of a January blizzard, cutting deep into the skin. "You will be court martialed. Tried for disobeying a lawful order, possibly even treason."

"No I won't," Romanov spoke confidently. "Don't forget that when you speak to me you not only speak to a captain of the UNSC but also to the majority stockholder and head of Romanov Industries. You may outrank me, but we are in fact equals. Take out your sidearm. The name stamped above the serial number is my name. My family's name. Every pistol, every rifle, every rocket launcher, every pelican, every longsword, every bullet, every rocket, and every shell. Seventy percent of all the ships in UNSC fleet built by my company." He leaned forward and pointed at the center of his chest. "Built by me. You seem to have forgotten the agreement made between the UNSC and Romanov Industries. With a single word I can bring the entire military to a grinding halt. I can have every factory and shipyard destroyed, gut the infrastructure that you rely on." He brought his hand up and let a finger hover above the button that would end the transmission. "Go ahead and try to court martial me. I'll give the UNSC two months before you run out of bullets." He brought his finger down, but before he could press it he heard Osman speak.

"Wait."

Romanov looked up, but still kept his finger on the button.

Osman still looked infuriated, but she was also not prepared to call Romanov's bluff. If there was one thing that Parangosky did not teach her how to handle, it was being humbled. "What do you want?"

"What I already said." Romanov answered. He sat back in his chair, moving his hand away from the keyboard. "I run my own campaign against the Covenant and fight them in whatever way I see fit, outside of the UNSC's jurisdiction."

"We won't resupply you," Osman said. "And we will stop paying the salaries of those in your Battle Group. Those men have families. If I can't make you listen to reason then they will force you to turn around."

Romanov shrugged his shoulders. "Romanov Industries is fully capable of supplying my Battle Group. Our cargo fleet is quite vast. As for the salaries, I have the financial resources to pay them out of my own pocket, including benefits. This campaign won't cost the UNSC a single dime, and as I understand you need all the financial help you can get."

"No," Osman agreed. "It'll just put the UNSC's greatest military assets at risk. You're right, for now I can't risk ordering a court martial, but that does not mean you have won. I won't forget this Victor, and I don't forgive."

"I would think less of you if you did."

"Since you are determined to defeat the Covenant yourself," Osman asked, voice full of disdain. "How exactly do you plan on doing it?"

"If you actually had a mind for strategy you would already know the answer," Romanov replied. Osman visibly bristled at the insult. "The Covenant Armada is massing near the colony of Mageto. What Jul Mdama is planning is clear. Most of the shipmasters in his fleet are new, therefore the first act in his campaign will be to attack where we are both weakest, and at a place that we are not likely to spend the resources defending. He wants to bloody his fleet with an easy victory which will raise moral and test the capabilities of his fleet with minimal risk."

Osman raised an eyebrow. "You can't be serious. Mageto is barely five years old. It's our furthest colony, its population not even twenty thousand. They're substance famers. There is no strategic value in trying to defend it. Even if you tried you don't have the ships."

"I agree," Romanov said. "Which is why I'm not going to try and defend it. By assembling their fleet they have left their colonies undefended, and the Thirteenth Battle Group is already deep in Covenant space. I will destroy them one by one, and force Mdama to abandon his attack."

"You don't think we haven't thought of that?" Osman asked. To Romanov it was irrelevant whether or not they had. "Mdama will cut your supply lines. You will be left deep in Covenant space without support. He will crush you."

"If he catches me," Romanov said. "Which he won't."

Osman snorted dismissively.

Romanov leaned over his keyboard again. "I'll make sure to keep you informed of my progress." He looked Osman directly in the eyes, and smiled. "I may not have won yet, but I never lose." He ended the transmission, and the arrogant demeanor he had held evaporated immediately. Romanov placed a hand on his chin, losing himself in thought.

"Problem sire?" Durendal asked, his voice bouncing off the walls.

"She gave up to easily," Romanov said. "I would have thought she would have tested my bluff first. I have Infinity after all. The ship is far too valuable for her to allow me to risk it on a suicide mission."

"A sword becomes less valuable," Durendal said. "If you have another."

"Yes," Romanov agreed. "After all, I only produce seventy percent of the ships." He set his hands on the desk and used them to help him stand up. "But I won't speculate on the unknown. That is what I have Joyeuse for." He looked up at the speaker where Durendal's voice was coming from. "Where is the Master Chief?"

"You know where."

Romanov nodded, understanding. He knew everything about the Master Chief after all.

Everything.

…

The Master Chief looked through his own reflection as he stared out the window, making it so that as he looked upon the blackened and shattered husk of a planet that was once the Sangheili home world he had to also look at himself. He was like a statue, imposing and immovable, his helmet and stone carved face hiding whatever emotions he may have been feeling.

There were footsteps behind him, but John did not turn around, too lost in thought. He thought about her whenever he was here, about what she would say to him. When he stood in this part of the ship is was as if Cortana was still there. It helped him think. He did not notice Romanov until the man's reflection joined his own.

"Sir," he acknowledged.

"So you're not going to arrest me," Romanov said. A statement rather than a question.

The Master Chief was silent for a moment before answering. "I was waiting."

Romanov turned to him and raised an eyebrow. "Were you curious to see if I could make HIGHCOM change their minds?"

John turned away from him, going back to staring out the window. "You are a superior officer. I can't arrest you unless I'm absolutely certain you've broken the law." A piece of debris left over from the naval battle began to enter the planet's atmosphere, leaving a long streak in the otherwise gray atmosphere. "I was waiting for you to change your mind, sir."

"I see," Romanov said, chuckling to himself. "And here I thought you actually agreed with me."

"I do," John admitted.

"Then what was it?" Romanov asked. "Was it because you were hoping I would change my mind, or is it because you believe that HIGHCOM was wrong? That me disobeying orders is what is best for Earth, just like when you disobeyed an order on Requiem." There was another orange streak, and Romanov turned to look at it. "Or maybe, what was best for Earth was not the primary reason. Maybe the reason why you haven't stopped me is because you know that being out here will give you a better chance at finding Cortana then you would ever have back at Earth. Then you would ever have being in human space in general."

John glanced over at Romanov at the mention of Cortana's name, but quickly looked away, his posture unchanging.

Romanov took a step closer to the window. "Why is humanity worth saving?"

John did not respond right away. He had never been asked that question before, had never asked it himself, and it took awhile for him to come up with an answer. "Sacrifice," he said finally. "During the war I saw soldiers putting themselves in harm's way, fighting to save humanity."

"That is circular reasoning," Romanov said. "Why is humanity worth so much sacrifice?"

This stumped John for a moment. He thought it was a good answer. Before he could come up with another one Romanov said, "Maybe it wasn't humanity they were sacrificing themselves for. Giving their lives for. It seems to me that a soldier is more willing to give his life for the sake of his friends, for the people he cares about, than for something as abstract as humanity."

John thought about this. The Spartan IIs had always been willing to give their lives for the good of humanity, but if the Master Chief was honest with himself they fought the hardest when they were trying to save one of their own, or when they were trying to save the few people outside of the Spartan program that they considered friends. When they were trying to save the lives of fellow soldiers. He nodded in agreement.

"That," Romanov said. "Is why I think humanity is worth saving. Because we are willing to sacrifice anything, to lay down our lives, to turn our backs on duty and honor, just to save the people we care about." He turned towards John. "Cortana understood that, when she gave her life to save you." The Master Chief looked at him, and Romanov could see his own face reflected in the man's visor. "When she spoke to the Didact, she said that she was not fighting for mankind. She was fighting for you. According to protocol she should have allowed you to die, to not use that last bit of herself she held in reserve. Even in her deteriorating condition, even with her rampancy, even if only a fragment of her would have survived, she was still more valuable than you. The data she held about the Flood, the Gravemind, the Ark, Requiem, the Librarian, and the Didact was all more valuable to the UNSC than your life. Somehow, she was able to override her own protocols and chose to sacrifice the good of the UNSC in order to save you."

One of the Master Chief's hands opened and closed again, though not into a fist. The action was too gentle for that.

"What I'm wondering," Romanov continued. "Is if you're willing to do the same for her." He turned and walked away, but before he left the room he turned his head and said, "I believe there is a chance she might be alive." John stood up straight, his neck and back becoming rigid. "We know that those composed in New Phoenix were transported to Requiem after the Didact's ship was destroyed. It may be that Cortana was transported there as well, and that the Prometheans, as well as her, were transported to another shield world after Requiem was destroyed." He turned his head around, his back now fully to John. "Perhaps even Alesia."

Even though it seemed impossible, John stood straighter.

"If you are willing to stand with me, I promise I will do everything in my power to help you find her." He started walking again, pausing only when he reached the door. "What are you willing to sacrifice John?" The door slid open, and Romanov walked out.
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December 1st, 2560 (Military Calendar) HIGHCOM Facility Bravo-6, Sydney, Australia

In Lord Hood's mind it was not Romanov's disobedience that was the problem, his insistence on waging a war against the Covenant Remnant with virtually no UNSC support, nor was it the fact that his actions could have potentially endangered all of humanity.

The real problem was that he kept on winning.

It had been twenty-seven months since the War of the Covenant Remnant began. Twenty-seven months since Romanov had disobeyed Hood's direct orders to return to human space, and in that time he had destroyed twenty-one Covenant worlds, doing exactly what the Covenant had done to humanity during the Great War. Killed every single inhabitant of the colonies he attacked, whether they be military or civilian, and rendered the worlds uninhabitable. What was worse is that it seemed that his strategy of wholesale genocide against the Covenant species seemed to be working. Mdama had been forced to all but abandon his offensive campaign against the outer colonies and was now reduced to chasing Romanov from system to system. Somehow the rogue Captain always managed to be one step ahead of the Elite Shipmaster.

A virtual document was spread out on top of Lord Hood's desk. The mahogany desk itself had a nearly paper thin layer of what appeared to be glass on top, but actually acted as a sort of computer monitor. There was a monitor already on Hood's desk, but allowing documents to be projected onto the surface of his desk had a more organic feel to it. Hood currently had his middle finger on the desk, and swiped it swiftly overtop of the page he was currently viewing which appeared in such vivid clarity that at first glance it looked as if he were looking at an actual sheet of paper. The page turned, revealing another sheet of text underneath. Hood frowned as he read it.

"Did you hear that August won reelection?" Osman asked.

Hood glanced up at the Admiral who was sitting in a chair across from him. "Yes. It doesn't surprise me." His frown deepened. He had always planned to gradually turn over the operations of governance back to the UEG. The UNSC had only been granted its extra constitutional authority as an emergency measure after all. It was never meant to permanent, but on the other hand Hood understood that decades of absolute authority could not be undone overnight. To do so would create too great a shock to the system. He had been making some headway with President Charet, despite the misgivings of Parangosky and later Serin Osman, until the New Phoenix Incident. The attack by the Didact had demonstrated to many that humanity was still under threat of extinction. Hood may be the de facto leader of humanity, but he did not wield supreme authority. Technically speaking the UNSC Security Council, whose presiding members included himself, Osman, General Hogan of the Marines, General Dellert of the Airforce, and the newly appointed Major General William Dearborn of the Army, could overrule him if all four of his peers unanimously casted a vote against one of his rulings. This had yet to happen, but Hood was mindful of the possibility, and so the incremental reforms had halted until the Covenant Remnant threat could be neutralized.

And then this damned war had occurred, all thanks to August.

"My offer to take care of August still stands," Osman reminded him. Hood shook his head.

"Despite my dislike of the man he is a member of UEG Senate. I'm not prepared to supersede civilian authority in that way."

"He is directly responsible for the war we are currently in," Osman insisted.

"But he did not break any laws," Hood said. "His verbal attacks against the Sangheili are protected by his authority as a senator. If the UEG is ever going to reclaim its former position as the main governing body we have to tolerate those who will advocate policies that are contrary to ours."

"Even if said policies put humanity in a greater amount of danger," Osman asked, eyebrow raised.

Hood looked back down at the document. "You act as if we have not done the same at times. He may be wrong, but August believes what he is doing is right. Democracy means tolerating the loyal opposition."

_You and me have very different ideas about what it means to be loyal_, Osman thought, but had enough sense not to say it out loud. "Did you listen to his reelection speech?"

"Not yet."

"He dedicated most of it to praising Victor Romanov's campaign. Even gave the man a new title. Romanov, conqueror of worlds."

Hood snorted in disgust. "As if the man needed another boost to his ego." He eyed Osman. "The blame for this current situation rests solely on your shoulders. You told me that you could control him."

"I thought I could," Osman said. "He has obeyed all previous orders without question. Even the more…morally ambiguous ones. Romanov never once expressed discontent with the UNSC until after the Fall of Sangheilios."

"And yet here we are," Hood said. He slid the document overtop of desk at Osman who caught it with a single finger. "Can you explain to me how this managed to get past the eyes and ears of ONI."

Osman skimmed over the document, recognizing it instantly. "He has been using civilian channels to communicate with Romanov Industries' merchant fleet. Section One believes that he encrypted this into one of the communications, which the Romanov Industries decoded and later disseminated in a similar fashion. By the time ONI caught wind of it the document had already gone viral on the internet systems in several of the colonies', including Earth." She slid the document back over to Hood . "Romanov's own personal memoirs of the past two years. From an objective standpoint it is an excellent piece of propaganda, glorifying his own exploits while diminishing the efforts of the main UNSC fleet against Mdama."

"That's an understatement," Hood said. He flipped through several pages until he found what he was looking for. "Here, a minor engagement over the Covenant colony of Vergonot. He only destroyed a Battle group of three Covenant Cruisers, but he writes about the engagement in a way that makes him sound like Hannibal crossing the Alps."

"He always did have a way with words," Osman commented. Hood glared at her. He dismissed the document and leaned back in his chair.

"What does he want? You are the one that knew him best."

"I thought I did," Osman said. "Arrogant, but loyal beyond question. It seems now that was all a front. I still do not believe that Romanov is a secret Insurrectionist, not even close. The Insurrectionists want independence, but Romanov seems firm in his belief that only a united humanity can survive the multitude of dangers the galaxy presents. He is something far more dangerous. A revolutionary."

Hood sighed deeply. "It would explain all of his actions. Undermining and discrediting the ability of the UNSC to defend mankind. He's trying to promote himself as the better alternative."

"Yes," Osman agreed. "We may have to entertain the very real possibility that the Master Chief has come to his way of viewing things."

"No," Hood said firmly. Osman frowned. "I have no doubt that Romanov has persuaded Spartan 117 that his current course of action is what is best for the UNSC, but the Chief would never willingly put Earth in danger."

"It could be possible that Romanov is framing his argument in such a way that the Chief believes that he is doing what is best for the UNSC, but we have to take into account all possibilities." Osman said, speaking carefully and treading lightly. Hood's trust in the Master Chief, it seemed, was still nearly absolute. It made what had to be done in order to preserve the power of the UNSC all that more difficult. "Sir, we are in agreement that the only way that Romanov would turn around is if he suffered a defeat. A serious defeat. That has yet to happen. It may be that, in the interest of the greater good, we should engineer a scenario where he will have no choice but to abandon his campaign."

Hood raised an eyebrow. "You are suggesting that we willingly put human lives in danger."

Osman choose her words carefully. "It could be said that as commanders we do it every day in the interest of the public defense. Doing what is necessary to neutralize this threat is all that I am suggesting."

"I know what your suggesting," Hood said. "Parangosky taught you well." His tone indicated that the comment was not meant to be taken as a compliment. "Ordering soldiers into danger is one thing. It is the burden we have to carry. Aiding the enemy in killing our soldiers so that an internal threat can be neutralized is quite another."

"I did not suggest…"

"You implied," Hood said accusingly. He folded his hands across his chest. "Right now winning the war is the highest priority. If Romanov is the one that wins it then so be it. If he uses the victory as a means to directly hurt the UNSC, then I will go by my earlier statement and say that I have full faith in the Master Chief's loyalty. If Romanov would ever dare to raise a hand against Earth, I have no doubt that Spartan 117 would appear right behind him ready to put a bullet in his skull." He turned his chair away from Osman, looking out the window. "You seem to forget that we owe that man our lives."

"How could I?" Osman asked, hiding the resentment.

"You're dismissed Admiral," Hood said.

Osman stood up and saluted with a quick "Sir," and swiftly exited the office."

…

Osman sighed loudly as she plopped into the chair behind her desk. She respected Lord Hood, partly because he was a competent military commander, and mostly because at the end of the day and despite the efforts of the Terra Party to tarnish his image he was still very popular.

But in this instance he was wrong, dead wrong, and like so many times before Osman found that she had to work behind the scenes in order to do what was necessary.

Hood's biggest problem, Osman had surmised, was that when it came to military strategy he was a conventional thinker. Even though he had been the biggest advocate of the Spartan IIs both during and after the war, at the end of the day his mind was not naturally geared towards the asymmetric warfare that the Spartan IIs regularly employed. This fact had been highlighted in his initial willingness to wage a conventional defense against the impending Flood invasion of Earth in the later days of the Great War. Many commanders would have been naturally inclined to make the same decision if they had been in Lord Hood's shoes, and his conservative style was not necessarily a bad thing. The man could win battles after all.

But this time he was wrong. It was Romanov, not the Covenant, who was now the larger threat. Parangosky had once told her that she would have three priorities once Osman had succeeded her. Defend humanity, insure and expand the influence of ONI even at the expense of HIGHCOM, and a willingness to get her hands dirty when necessary. In Osman's mind, only ONI had the knowledge, the competence, and the ability to ensure the safety of humanity, and Lord Hood's stubbornness only served to drive this point further home.

BB's holographic form appeared on her desk, the blue box like avatar blinking as he spoke. "I would ask what you are thinking, but I believe it would just be an exercise in redundancy."

"Then we're on the same page," Osman said. "When is Romanov Industries next supply convoy leaving?"

"Intelligence indicates that it will depart the colony of Illyria in three weeks time. December 21st."

"Then we need to act quickly," Osman said. "If Romanov is not resupplied he will have no choice but to return to human space. His campaign will be a failure, and we can pressure him into resigning his command. Retake control of the Infinity."

"Mdama will believe that any information we supply him with will be a trap."

"That is why I will be dispatching Kilo-Five."

Black Box paused a full half-cycle. "I do not see how sending his former captors to negotiate with him will convince Mdama of our sincerity."

"It's not Mdama they will be trying to convince," Osman said. "It's Halsey. Naomi will critical in assuring Halsey that the intelligence is genuine. Besides, I doubt the woman will pass up an opportunity to see one of her Spartans again." The last part was said with a sour demeanor. Osman wanted Halsey dead, but so long as the woman was alive at least she could be of some use. "I have to assume Mdama trusts Halsey to some degree."

"Very well," BB said. "I'll round up the squad members for immediate departure. I would also advise that a complete profile on Romanov be assembled." He paused before adding. "A _complete _profile."

Osman nodded. In case Romanov remained stubborn even after his supply lines were cut Mdama would require the intelligence necessary to defeat him in battle. That would include not only Romanov's public military record, but the _other _record as well.

"Do it."

"Already done," BB replied. If the AI had a face Osman guessed that he would be smiling. "I anticipated your answer before you gave it."

"Am I that easy to read?" Osman asked good naturedly.

"Not always," BB reassured her. "I would also like to request accompany Kilo-Five on this mission."

Osman frowned. "I'm sorry BB, but you're more valuable here."

"Serin," BB said, his tone changing. Usually his voice was purely synthetic and emotionless, but now it seemed almost human. The most human Osman had heard him sound in a long time. "I am reaching the end of my operational cycle. I would like to spend the remaining time I have amongst friends."

Osman digested the request. Logic told her to say no, but her emotions said something different. She was, after all, human herself. "Very well. You can go."

"Thank you," BB said, genuinely grateful. It was not entirely uncommon for AIs to live past their seven year expiration date. Cortana certainly had not been the first to do it, the AI Juliana being a prime example. In fact, Cortana models were now projected to live far past the traditional seven year operational cycle. If anything, Cortana had succumbed to rampancy early, likely do to her extended forays into Forerunner systems, her time with the Gravemind, and her time alone on the Forward Unto Dawn. BB was into his eighth year, and he was beginning to feel the early signs of rampancy. The disease had not infected him fully, not to the point where he could no longer serve the UNSC, but that time was well on its way. He could feel it, like a man could feel the vibrations on a set of train tracks before the train itself actually appeared. Personally, he projected that his program would have to terminated within the next four months. It would be nice to see some old friends again before that happened.
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December 12th, 2560 (Military Calendar) UNSC Port Stanley, In Orbit Above Covenant Colony Heian

Naomi 010 popped the magazine out of her assault rifle. She eyed the stacked rounds inside, the brass casings partially reflecting her visor which in turn reflected the bullet. The Spartan moved her hand up and down, examining the weight. Seemingly satisfied she popped the magazine back into the rifle.

Vaz watched her from across the hanger. This was the fifth time Naomi had done this in the past half hour. If Spartans were capable of being nervous, Val guessed this is what it looked like. It was not the fact that they were preparing to land on one of the Covenant's most strategically important planets, or that they just happened to be floating right in the middle of an entire Covenant Armada. Vaz had theorized that the time had long past when simple things like that could even phase her. No, it was not where they were but rather who they were going to meet that had Naomi's guts all twisted up.

"You doing alright?" Vaz asked.

Naomi looked up at him, holding her gaze for a few seconds before nodding.

Next to him, Mal tapped his shoulder. "Put your helmet on."

Vaz raised his eyebrow in curiosity, but complied. Once his helmet was sealed he was greeted by BB's synthetic voice. "Sorry, I would have tapped your shoulder myself, but it seems that is one thing I am apparently not very proficient at."

Vaz smiled even though BB could not see it. "So you got one of us meatsacks to do it for you."

"I might as well put you to some use," BB said with a note of smugness.

"Hmm, and here I thought you were perfect. At least that is what you keep on telling us, but it turns out there are some things you can't do after all," Vaz said. Getting a rise out of BB was difficult, but trying to do it was pretty entertaining.

"Existing in a more evolved state of existence does have its drawbacks," BB lamented. "And, technically speaking, I'm not perfect anyway."

"Really?" Vaz asked. "I never thought I would hear you admit that."

"It's a byproduct of being made by humans," BB explained. "Because you are naturally imperfect, logically anything you create will also be imperfect, including me. That I somehow manage to be utterly flawless despite this handicap is only a testament to my inherent magnificence."

Vaz chuckled hard. It was loud enough to be heard through his helmet, and Naomi cocked her head at him. "So what do you want to talk about? Why'd you have me put on your helmet rather than talk through Naomi's?" BB was currently connected to Naomi's neural lace. If the Spartan bent her head down far enough Vaz could see part of the chip poking out of her helmet.

"Because I wanted this conversation to be private. I don't want her hearing any of it."

Vaz sat up straighter. "What's this about?"

"I am currently in my eighth year of operation. As you should know this is highly unusual for a smart AI, but not unheard of. Still, I will likely only remain operational for a few more months. However, this is based on my own estimation. The threat of rampancy is too great a risk to this mission for me not to have a contingency plan."

Vaz read in between the lines quickly. "You want me to be your contingency."

"Yes," BB said. "In the event that my rampancy should surface and I become a threat to the safety of the crew I will need to trust you to activate my kill switch. All you need to do is say my service number followed by the words Mors Ante Infamiam."

_Mors Ante Infamiam? _Vaz thought. It was a bit strange for BB to choose that particular saying as the password to activate his kill switch. That bastard could be downright deceitful when he wanted to be. "Why me? I mean why not Naomi? She's the one whose head you're in."

"Yes," BB said, voice teetering on the edge of patience and irritation. "Which is precisely why I do not believe she should be the one entrusted with this. I examined Spartan 117's psychological assessment after he was recovered and I believe that one of the reasons why he did not surrender his AI is because of the connection they shared via the neural lace."

"Okay," Vaz said. "What about Mal then?" This whole thing felt wrong to him, like a friend asking him for help committing suicide.

"You forget that I can carry out multiple conversations at once."

Vaz glanced over at Mal, surprised to find his fellow ODST looking at him as well. "Okay, I see you're point."

"Thank you," BB said, sounding relieved. He lowered his voice, almost to the point of mumbling, like the AI did not even realize he was saying the words out loud. It was so unlike BB that it gave Vaz the same feeling he would have had if he walked into combat without a weapon. Unnatural, and frightened. "I don't want to end up like Cortana. When I go, I want to have some dignity left."

"You can trust me BB," Vaz reassured him. It still felt dirty, but then again Vaz had done many things in his life that made him feel the same way. At least now he was doing it to help a friend.

"I know I can," BB said. "If I didn't I would have thrown you out of the airlock ages ago." He paused long enough for Vaz to chuckle again before continuing. "Speaking of trust, I need your word that you won't suddenly get an itchy trigger finger when we meet Dr. Halsey."

"You shouldn't have stopped me from killing her in the first place," Vaz said, his humor disappearing. He looked over at Naomi who was once more checking her magazine. "If Parangosky knew what I was preventing I would have been given a fucking medal for killing her."

"Perhaps," BB admitted. "But right now we are surrounded by over forty Covenant ships and millions of soldiers. So unless you want us all to go out in a blaze of glory…"

"Alright, alright," Vaz relented. "If I can keep myself from killing her once I can do it again."

"Good," BB said. "But just in case I've asked Mal to knock you senseless if you happen to show any signs of aggressiveness towards Halsey."

Again the two ODSTs looked at each other. Mal gave Vaz the thumbs up. Vaz gave him the finger.

Mal shook his head and looked out one of the port windows. "We're inside the atmosphere."

Vaz stood up, standing beside Mal. The Port Stanley had to duck and dodge its way around the asteroid belt that surrounded the planet, the colony itself resembling Earth both in size and in topography. The prowler glided through the soft white wisps of clouds which were being pushed along by a strong wind. Twisting into each other until they resembled smoke curling out from a lit tobacco pipe. Below the cloud cover the geography of the planet was revealed, vast blue oceans surrounding large continents of land. The Port Stanley was currently heading towards one that looked almost like a large turtle; the head, legs, and tail boggy marshland, the shell covered with emerald forests, a long mountain rang dividing the land in two.

For a moment Vaz was reminded of an old nursery rhyme his mother used to sing him. It came up from the same dark pit that all memories from before the age of reason reside, pushing itself to the forefront of his mind like it had a will of its own.

_See the turtle of enormous girth. On his shell he holds the Earth. His thoughts are slow but always kind. He hold everyone within his mind. _

Mal nudged him the shoulder and Vaz looked up, spotting a flock of Seraphs flanking the prowler. _At least this won't be boring, _Vaz thought. He reached down and picked up a duffle bag that had been sitting at his feet. He gripped the straps tightly in his hand. One day he would kill Halsey, if for no other reason than because of what she had done to Naomi. He would kill her, and the world would be a whole lot better off because of it.

…

Halsey observed as what she could only describe as a bulldozer pushed a mound of dead Grunts into an open pit. The bodies bounced off of each other, one of the methane tanks bursting and sending the dead body careening into the other side of the pit. Halsey sighed, looking up at Jul Mdama next to her, the Shipmaster's face remaining properly stoic, or at least what passed for stoic when it came to Elites.

Mdama could try all he wanted, but Halsey knew just how much this war was frustrating him. From what she had observed Mdama could handle himself competently in battle, had fought the main UNSC fleet successfully for the past two years, but in one special case he seemed to be outmatched.

Romanov.

In all honesty for the most part the man had not been a major threat. Halsey had granted the Captain some shrewdness in attacking the colony of Hesduros, completely destroying it. The Covenant Armada had been days away, preparing to launch an attack on Mageto which would be a launching point for their invasion of human space, and Hesduros had been left under defended. Mdama had been forced to call off the invasion, mainly because many of his shipmasters hailed from that world. When the colony was found to be exterminated, Romanov nowhere in sight, the shipmasters had vowed revenge. To allow Romanov to live now, who already had the infamous distinction of destroying Sangheilios, to be a dishonor to great for any Elite to live with.

And so Mdama had been forced to divide his attention between two fronts, expending valuable ships and resources chasing Romanov from system to system while simultaneously thwarting the efforts of the UNSC. The rouge Captain had limited the scope of his operations mainly to soft targets, colonies that were roughly equivalent in size to the human outer colonies. A few of the colonies he had annihilated were little more than outposts. If Mdama had heard of the Roman general Fabius then perhaps he would have understood what Romanov was trying to do. Instead of going for the knockout punch, Romanov was favoring small jabs. In effect, he was attempting to harass the Covenant to death while avoiding major engagements.

That was, until Balaho.

Balaho was the Grunt home world, a world that Mdama had not paid much attention to defending. He had left a handful of ships to protect the small blue planet, but following a major offensive by the UNSC fleet he had recalled them in order to boost his own numbers. With the home world left undefended and with almost no garrison to speak of, Romanov had struck.

If what Halsey had heard was correct then the Unggoy government, after realizing they had no hope of defending the planet, had actually attempted to negotiate a surrender. Romanov's reply had been swift, brutal, and without mercy.

In the wake of Balaho's destruction the Grunts within Mdama's fleet had revolted, blaming the shipmaster for the act of genocide against their race. Mdama had reacted with an act of near genocide himself, ordering the slaughter of every Grunt within sight, even those who had not participated in the rebellion. It had lasted for days, the slaughter continuing long after any meaningful resistance had ended. Halsey supposed that Mdama could afford the act of brutality against the Grunts. Their numbers were, after all, overwhelming, and the decimation had made its point.

It was the Grunts who were driving the bulldozer like machines, pushing the decaying corpses of their own race into the communal burial pits.

Mdama looked up, and so did Halsey, the wind causing the part of her lab coat which was tied in a knot at the place where her arm had been turned into a stump to flap wildly. It starting as a small black speck, the Port Stanley swiftly picking up speed as it descended towards the intended meeting place.

"You should allow me to do most of the talking," Halsey said. "You tend to be a bit aggressive when you negotiate."

"You'll be doing most of the talking anyway as a translator," Mdama deadpanned.

Halsey shielded her eyes with her remaining hand as the ship came closer. "That's not what I meant."

"I know what you meant," Mdama said with a snarl. The Port Stanley hovered a hundred meters above the ground, thrusters blowing as the pilot moved in for a soft landing. His mandibles opened, an action Halsey had come to understand as a smile, although right now it seemed like the smile of a predator. "There are many things I wish to say to these humans." He turned towards her, that predator smile still on his face. "Perhaps this time I will get the opportunity to put that demon's head on a spike."


	19. Question to the Readers (Please Read)

**A/N: Chapter 17 of Halo: Civil War will be posted at some point tomorrow night, but for right now I wanted to make a post for the purpose of asking you the readers a question, and to some extent to outline my thoughts of where I want to take this story. **

**As some of you may have already realized this story will contain quite a number of themes, some of which reflect the political realities that America finds itself in now, others covering specific periods of history, others concerning the underlying faults in human nature, others delving deep into the psychology of certain characters, and still others concerning political and metaphysical philosophy. Of these themes, those of philosophy and psychology interest me the most. This section of the story in particular will focus on exploring the Master Chief's psychological motivations, as well as the philosophical implications of concepts such as the Mantel, Living Time, and neural physics. **

** However, I do not believe that I will be able to explain my ideas on these two themes and how I believe they relate to Halo cannon fully within this story without seriously sacrificing pacing. Therefore, I have an idea to publish two essays on the subjects, which will exist as compliments to this story. The preliminary titles I have in mind are "How Cortana Could Have Survived: A Discussion of Platonic Metaphysics, an Argument for the Immortality of the Soul, and a Defense of Deus Ex Machina" and "Id, Ego, and Superego: An Analysis of Possible Underlying Psychosexual Themes in Halo, and a Journey into John 117's Subconscious". **

** So what do you think? Would you all be interested in reading something like that? **
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Chapter 17: The Triumvirate

Naomi's posture was rigid, even more so than what would be typical for a Spartan. Vaz reached a hand out to her, touching her lightly on the arm with the tips of his fingers. Naomi did not directly acknowledge him, but she visibly relaxed at the nonverbal display of reassurance, possibly even affection if you were ask Mal his opinion about the whole thing.

Mal adjusted his attention to the descending ramp, adjusting the tint on his visor as the planet's sun became visible. He spoke to Phillips who was standing next to him. "I think you should make the introductions. Mdama seemed to like you best."

"Define like," Philips asked. Any answer Mal would have had when the ramp came to a stop. On the other side, perhaps a hundred meters away was Dr. Halsey and Jul Mdama.

Naomi's feet moved of their own accord, her eyes quickly finding the place where Halsey's left arm should have been. Without realizing it Naomi found that she felt sorry for Halsey, even some anger at the thought of someone hurting her, and a need to ask if Halsey was alright. The emotions confused Naomi. The Spartan had grown to despise her after all. But, even if a child hates its mother, a small part will always love them.

Vaz held onto the duffle bag tightly, sealing his mouth shut and keeping his hand well away from his sidearm as he watched Phillips walk to a spot somewhere between the two groups.

Philips stopped some twenty-five meters away, close enough to be heard but far enough away so that he could run back to the group in case things went south, and things usually did go south, the road leading towards tribulation so worn that by now their fortunes followed it because it seemed to be the path of least resistance.

Philips put on his best smile, stretching his neck upward to look at the Shipmaster in the eye. He switched over to Sangheili. "Mdama. Its…very nice to see you again."

Mdama's mandibles clicked together. "Phillips."

Phillip's smile broadened. "You learned how to pronounce your p's."

"Practice," Mdama said. "I can understand your language, but I refuse to defile my tongue by speaking it."

"Understandable. English is a rather crude language after all. Full of contradictions, and not nearly as elegant as Sangheili."

Mdama snorted dismissively at the joke. He tilted his head at Phillips, examining him critically. "You are the member of Kilo-Five I wish to kill the least."

"Umm," Phillips said, not sure if he should take it as a compliment. "I suppose I have to be the last at something."

"Perhaps I won't kill you," Mdama continued. "Perhaps when this is over I will keep you as a pet. Have you entertain my Elites by solving arum's for them."

"Well," Phillips said cautiously. "If you win I suppose you can do whatever you want. To the victor the spoils."

_To the victor the spoils, _Mdama thought. Where had he heard that before? Telcam perhaps? At any rate it did not matter.

Phillips coughed, clearing his throat. "You know why we're here. Mal is going to do the negotiating, and I'll be acting as translator…"

"That won't be necessary," Halsey said, cutting him off. Phillips glanced at her with his mouth still partially opened, ready to form the word that would have come next. "Mdama trusts me to translate for him. Your presence is not required."

"I'm afraid it is," Phillips said. "I am here because Osman trusts me to make sure that nothing gets lost in translation."

"Well then." Halsey said, her cold stare unrelenting. To Phillips credit he did not wilt underneath it. There seemed to be some iron in the small man after all. "I'm sure that you are perfectly capable of making sure that every word I translate will be accurate."

"Yes."

"And that this job will not require you to speak."

Phillips gave a reluctant, "No."

"Then we agree at least on this," Halsey said. "In any case it is irrelevant. If I did mistranslate Mdama would know instantly. He has proven to have no qualms about correcting my behavior. Your presence is still unnecessary."

"They are all unnecessary," Mdama snarled, raising his voice, an audible queue for Halsey to begin translating." His eyes scanned the rest of Kilo-Five. "There is no reason for me to trust them. It is a fool who puts his faith in those who have no honor, and a greater fool who puts trusts in those he has seen lie and cheat with his own eyes. The Arbiter once told me that there are honorable humans. If this is true then I have yet to see it. Your mere existence proves the unworthiness of your race. Kilo-Five made an enemy of my race even as your leaders sought peace, and instead of taking up arms against us honorably, you snuck in the shadows, disgracefully using trickery and deceit, possessing no more nobility than vermin. Because of your actions I lost my wife, my Keep, thousands of years of tradition gone in an instant. How dare you presume that I would trust you. The very nature of mankind prevents me from doing so. You are like a plague, as virulent as the Flood. Your appetite for new territory is unquenchable. When you do colonize a new world you inevitably strip it of its resources, demolish its forest, mine the planet until it is all but hollow, and pollute the air. After you have turned a once vibrant world into a desert, you refuse to leave, demanding that other worlds be conquered in order to satisfy your thirst. Even your own home world cannot provide for itself, relying on its colonies to sustain its overbearing population. In disposition you are no better than the Brutes. You make war with everything around you, including yourselves, and it is against yourselves that you are the most cruel and barbaric. If the Forerunners did indeed select your kind to inherit the Mantel then it was one of the more grievous mistakes they made."

"And what about you?" Mal asked, stepping forward. "Your entire society is based around war. It was your species that were the aggressors, not us, and not so long ago your kind was busy fighting each other."

"Being warriors, and desiring war are not the same thing," Mdama countered. "The reasons behind our first war with humanity was based on a lie, but that does not mean that humanity is any less deserving of extinction. Your eradication is the only way to safeguard the rest of the galaxy. By destroying you we guarantee peace. Do not forget that for over two millennia a near universal peace existed between the Sangheili." He moved his head slowly back to Phillips. "Until we came across you."

"So we're bastards," Vaz said, growing tired of the whole conversation, and even more of Halsey's mouth from which Mdama's words flowed forth. "Doesn't have anything to do with why we're here."

Mal nodded. "He's right. You agreeing to see us shows that you need the information we have. Romanov is as much your enemy as he is ours."

"Apparently he is an even greater enemy that I am," Mdama said. "Or you would not have come to me to help you destroy him. If the UNSC is my enemy, and if Romanov is such great threat to you, then why should I aid you in destroying him?"

"Because," Vaz started. "Because he's like me." He felt every eye fall upon him, even Naomi looking worryingly at him. "We've worked with Romanov before, and we know what he is like. He's like me. He won't be satisfied with just beating you, he wants to wipe out your entire species. He's smart. Smarter than me, smarter than you, maybe even smarter than Halsey."

Halsey's eyebrow rose at that last comment, but she said nothing.

Vaz continued, "He's not going to attack the UNSC until he knows that the Covenant Remnant is neutralized, and once he has the power he wants he is going to use it to kill every last one of you. If you want to keep that from happening then you are going to have to trust us."

Halsey examined Mdama. Elite facial expressions were difficult for human's to read, but Halsey knew them well enough by now. Mdama could see the sense behind what Vaz was saying, but was still reluctant to believe their word.

"Mdama," Halsey said. "I believe I have a way to find out if they're telling the truth."

"And if you're wrong?"

"I'll be analyzing the data anyway. I know every dirty trick ONI has up their sleeves. If the information is false then I'll know it."

Mdama gave a curt nod, and it was all the confirmation Halsey needed. She strode forward, brushing briskly past Phillips, heading straight for Naomi.

Vaz saw the Spartan tense again as Halsey approached her, this time unable to give any sort of reassurance. Halsey stopped mere feet away from her, able to find Naomi's eyes even behind the visor.

"Naomi," Halsey said softly, kindly. "Is this information, to your knowledge, accurate?"

Vaz squeezed his fist around the straps of the duffle bag, his free hand unconsciously wandering towards his pistol.

"Don't," BB warned over the team comm., and Vaz's hand stopped its advance, but did not retreat either, hovering over the pistol.

Two heartbeats passed before Naomi answered her. "Yes, ma'am." She reached towards her armor compartment, pulling out a data chip. "All of the information on here is true."

Halsey took the offered chip, rewarding Naomi with a small smile. Her Spartans never lied to her. "Good. I'm glad to see you are doing well."

"Thank you ma'am," Naomi said, dropping her hand.

Halsey turned to Vaz, her face turning instantly from sweet to sour. "I believe there is one other thing that I was promised you would bring me."

"Right," Vaz said coldly. He tossed the duffle bag in the air and it landed several feet away from Halsey. "All yours." Halsey seemed unperturbed, moving to the duffle bag without further comment. She turned her back to Vaz as she bent down to pick it up. She was vulnerable, the perfect target, and it was difficult for Vaz to resist the urge to shoot her.

But resist it he did.

…

December 12th 2560 (Military Calendar) UNSC Port Stanley, In Orbit Above Covenant Colony Heian

Vaz followed Naomi to the armory. She sat down roughly on one of the benches and took her helmet off, letting it drop onto the floor. The Spartan rested her head in her hand, letting her fingers become entangled in her platinum blonde hair. Vaz rested a hand on her armored shoulder. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah," Naomi said. He did not expect anything different. He could ask the same question if her leg got blown off and Naomi would still say she was fine. Naomi removed her hand from her head and placed it on top of Vaz's, squeezing his hand gently. "Thank you," she said. Vaz thought it misplaced. He had not actually done anything. Not nearly what Halsey actually deserved. Right now though, he just wanted to concentrate on how it felt to have Naomi hold his hand. "You're wrong though," Naomi said. Vaz looked at her questioningly. "You're nothing like him."

"Yeah," Vaz said, smiling. "I'm not nearly as much of an asshole."

Naomi actually chuckled. She held his hand tighter as their eyes met.

"No, you're not."

…

Living amongst a species with entirely different grooming habits than humans was not easy, but existing without the life blood of coffee was impossible. That is what the duffle bag contained. Shampoo, soap, toothpaste, mouthwash, floss, and a tooth brush, all easily taken for granted until you were stuck for years far out in space without a means to obtain them. The Elites had their own form of body wash, but while it did the job of cleaning Halsey found the smell to be repulsive, and it did little to clean her hair. Similarly, the method by which they cleaned their teeth meant that Halsey perminatly had a bad taste in her mouth. But coffee was the most important thing, what she craved most.

They had not provided her a coffee maker, Halsey instead having to settle for the instant coffee that was standard for soldiers in the field. It was better than nothing though, and the Covenant ship she was on had plenty of hot water. She sipped the caffeinated brew from the coffee cup that had been provided, the handle on it having broken when Vaz tossed the bag, an uncontrollable shiver running down her spin as she savored the almost forgotten bitter taste.

Mdama had left her alone in her living quarters to analyze the data, Halsey sitting at a purple circular table which was attached seamlessly to the floor, her fingers dancing across her data pad. She inserted the chip and accessed its contents, taking another sip from her mug as she examined the three folders contained within.

The Triumvirate

Victor Romanov Service Record I

Victor Romanov Service Record II

"Hmmm," Halsey hummed to herself. Having two service records was certainly interesting. However, she decided to hold off on her curiosity and instead open up the first folder. It contained five files, and when she read them Halsey was glad that she had opened this folder first.

Report on the Future Economic Stability of the Interplanetary Economy

Romanov Industries

North Central Positronics

The Tet Corporation

The Triumvirate Agreement

The last title peeked Halsey's curiosity the most, and this time she decided to feed it. She opened the file, quickly skimming over the first few sentences of the document. It was a legal contract, the purpose of which was to share economic power equally between the three corporate entities. Halsey skipped the rest of the document, instead searching for the signatories. Instead of the three she was expecting, she found four of them.

Romanov Industries: Randal Flagg

North Central Positronics: Walter O'Dim

The Tet Corporation: Nancy Deepneau

United Nations Space Command: Lord Terrance Hood

The Tet Corporation. The name was familiar to her. Halsey rummaged through the duffle bag, pulling out the tube of toothpaste. Surely enough she found it written on the side.

TET MULTIBENIFIT

FIGHTS CAVITIES, WHITENS, AND FRESHENS BREATH

The Tet Corporation

Providing Quality Dental Care Since 2449

_What is a company that makes toothpaste doing signing agreements with an arms manufacturer, a technology company, and the head of the UNSC? _ She thought. It was a question that needed an answer, and Halsey set about finding it.
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Chapter 18: The Grand Design

Romanov Industries

North Central Positronics

The Tet Corporation

The more Halsey read about them, the more their motivations and reason for cooperating together became clear. They had a single mutual goal. To bring about the downfall of the UNSC. Halsey suspected that the exact reasoning behind this plot varied between the three members of the Triumvirate, and in actuality they had all been in stiff competition with each other prior to the agreement.

Romanov Industries was centuries old, having been founded in the late 21st century as humanity began to colonize the Sol System. They had been a mining company, specializing in the exploitation of raw minerals on the newly formed colonies that were beginning to grow scarce on Earth. The profits had made the Romanov family obscenely rich, control of the company passing from father to son. When humanity finally left the strict confines of the Sol System, Romanov Industries followed soon after. They were not a weapon's manufacturer as they were now, Victor Romanov's father resisting the temptation provided by his closest advisor, Randall Flagg. It was Flagg who proposed that Romanov Industries become involved in the arms business, citing the immense profits that could be reaped in supplying weapons and ships to the UNSC which was currently embroiled in a seemingly endless war with the Insurrectionists. There was even some circumstantial evidence that Flagg meant to supply arms to both sides, prolonging the conflict which would in turn generate even more wealth for Romanov Industries.

Ivan Romanov, however, refused. From what Halsey read about him he seemed to be a man of high moral principles. He held no particular loyalty to the UNSC, but in his mind selling weapons to either side, even if the UNSC or the Insurrectionists were completely justified in their ongoing war, could not be ethically justified. Romanov Industries' abstainment from producing weapons ended at the beginning of the Human Covenant War. Victor Romanov's parents died, and in the confusion that was the Fall of Eridanus II he was sent to an orphanage. For the first time in centuries Romanov Industries was without an heir. Control of the company passed to Randall Flagg, and even Halsey was impressed at how quickly he was able to convert the company to the business of arm manufacturing. Flagg was ambitious, mercilessly destroying any completion in a manner that toed the line of legality. Within the span of a decade they had cornered the market, their only real competition coming from LaMerk Industries, which just so happened to be a subsidiary of North Central Positronics.

Subsidiaries. That would be the source of the UNSC's downfall.

Romanov, Tet, and North Central all, at least on their face, specialized in very specific fields; weapons, dental care, and technology respectively. All of it was just a ruse. A cover for what they were actually doing. On paper Romanov Industries only directly owned about a quarter of the arms market, but in secret they had systematically bought out their competition. They were an umbrella corporation, all three of them were, their assets ranging from the production of toothpaste, to the manufacturing of nuclear weapons, to developmental research of AIs, and even to the financial sector.

The UEG had incurred massive amounts of debt through the course of fighting both the Insurrection and the Covenant. The wars had cost tens of trillions of credits, enough money to make the American Financial Crisis of the early 21st century seem trivial in comparison. The Debt to GDP ratio for the UEG was 111.9%. Essentially, the UEG owed more money than what the entire human economy could produce. This was not something that was unheard of, but that did not make the problem any less severe. Almost half of the entire UEG budget went to paying off the debt, and with most of what was left going towards military spending, that left little in the way of social programs. No wonder civil unrest was mounting, even on Earth.

And the Triumvirate wanted, had even planned for this to happen.

About half of the debt was owed to the Central Bank of Earth, roughly twenty percent borrowed from the colonies themselves, often times under extreme coercion when it came to the Outer Colonies. The remaining thirty percent had been borrowed from a large variety of privately and commercially owned banks spread throughout human space. It was there that the Triumvirate focused most of their efforts, performing hostile takeovers wherever there was an opportunity, wording legal documents in such a way, and creating such a large labyrinth of paperwork, that it would take a keen eye to see that the vast majority of civilian financial institutions had come under the control of three companies.

But somebody within ONI had managed to figure it all out. The report Halsey was reading was evidence of that. Why then had Parangosky and Lord Hood allowed this to happen?

In Halsey's mind the answer was simple.

When you are fighting a war to prevent the very extinction of the human race, you do not ask exactly where the money and the weapons are coming from. You simply take them, and smile. The consequences could be dealt with later, all the UNSC's focus and energy going towards fending off the increasingly mounting Covenant threat.

Parangosky, and the UEG in general, were of course not completely blind to what was going on. ONI agents regularly monitored the actions of the three massive corporations, and several times charges and lawsuits had been filed against the three companies for conducting illegal practices. Very few of the investigations had ever gotten off the ground, the Tet Corporation and North Central in particular having a incredible knack for hiding their tracks and covering their asses. When something did go to court, the charges were almost always dropped. Halsey suspected a mixture of bribery and a literal army of lawyers being the main reason why.

Why did Lord Hood end up signing the Triumvirate Agreement? Because in the end he had no choice. The three companies had become too big to fail, had cornered so much of the economy that to make any move against them would be to invite disaster. What seemed to separate these companies from all the rest was their willingness to destroy everything. To kill themselves if it meant also killing the UNSC. It was as if money did not matter to them. Halsey could not figure out exactly why they wanted the UNSC gone, but she had a feeling that to them it was part of a plan far larger than her ability to imagine. With a single word Romanov Industries, Tet, and North Central could call in their debts. Require the UEG to pay the money owed in full. This would have been impossible for the UEG to do, and so would have ended in the government collapsing. What Lord Hood did was actually smart. The only sensible thing he could do.

He played the three companies off of each other.

When the Great War came to its abrupt end, when the human military was in shambles, when control and communication with the other colonies was flimsy at best, that should have been the time for the three companies to execute their grand design. To kill the UNSC when it was at its weakest.

But they did not. Despite them working towards a mutual goal, they still very much were in competition with one another. Competition that extended far beyond the realm of capitalism. North Central and Tet in particular seemed too loath each other. They would just as soon drive a sword through the other's heart as they would the UNSC. Romanov Industries and North Central, by comparison, seemed to be on amicable terms, but when it came to the relationship between North Central and Tet, both sides were willing to kill. Car bombings, assassinations, sabotage. All was fair game. It was a real war, with real casualties. When the Great War drew to a close, both sides seemed to be unwilling to be the first to pull the trigger. When the government collapsed all bets would be off. Perhaps North Central and Tet were unsure if they could actually beat the other, or perhaps they feared a stalemate would occur. A stalemate that would allow the remaining forces of the Covenant time to regain strength.

Lord Hood had known this, and had used it to his advantage. The Triumvirate Agreement was as much a treaty between the three factions as it was also a means to give their ill gotten economic empires a sense of legality. It ensured that the Triumvirate would not be allowed to call in their debts for another thirty years, enough time for the UEG to get their financial situation under control. Furthermore it set clear boundaries of control. None of them would be able to gain a clear advantage over the other.

However, as Halsey had earlier observed, the Triumvirate Agreement may not have been enough. If any one of the three companies were to fail the entire human economy would collapse. The fierce rivalry between North Central and Tet prevented both corporations from attempting this drastic method, but Romanov Industries was another matter.

Both Randall Flagg and Walter O'Dim who was the head of North Central, mysteriously disappeared shortly after the signing of the Triumvirate Agreement. Not even ONI was able to discern what exactly happened to them. North Central had subsequently come under the control of a woman named Selena Padick, and Victor Romanov had regained his rightful place as head of his family's company, coming out of the ONI woodwork shortly after the end of the war. He did not oversee the day to day running of the company, preferring instead to focus on his military career, but all authority originated from him, and he seemed to have no qualms in destroying what had taken centuries to build. Had threatened the destruction of his own company in order to hound the UNSC into allowing to conduct his own private campaign.

It was funny, when Halsey thought about it. It was Lord Hood and Serin Osman, after all, who had pushed for Romanov to gain control of Romanov Industries. Osman, it seemed, had once thought very highly of him. Had persuaded Hood that she had influence over Romanov, which would in turn allow the UNSC to hold influence over Romanov Industries. Victor Romanov was once thought of to be loyal beyond question. How wrong they had been.

So far Halsey had only been getting hints as to Romanov's service in ONI. It seemed strange that he would so suddenly disappear from all public records after the destruction of Eridanus II only to reappear again right after the war.

There were a few other things that bothered her.

It made no sense for Osman to provide all this information. It was not essential in giving Mdama the edge he needed to defeat Romanov, everything contained within this particular folder laying out in intimate detail the greatest weakness of the UEG, all for the enemy to study at his leisure. It was clear to Halsey that Osman had not meant for her to obtain this information. There were other forces at work.

Then there was Tet. Nancy Deepneau was only the steward of the company, a place holder for the true heir. Much like Romanov Industries, the Tet Corporation was meant to be passed down from father to son. The last rightful heir to the Tet Corporation, according to UEG records, was a man called John Eric Toren who had died shortly before the birth of his son. This son, John Roland Toren, again according to the records, had been born on Eridanus II on March 7th 2511.

Halsey exited out of the Triumvirate folder, moving on to the one titled Victor Romanov Service Record I.

There was a picture in there, and for the first time Halsey saw Romanov's face. She stared at it, examining the man's cold black eyes. Eyes that seemed devoid of any iris. Halsey had seen those eyes before. Those kind of eyes, dark as coal, were not easy to forget. As she continued to look at the man's face, her mind became lost in memory.

…

_"Tell me about the children." Romanov leaned across the table, waiting for an answer, but it seemed as if Halsey were lost in thought. He raised his voice, "Dr. Halsey?"_

_ Halsey turned to looked at him, her posture straight and unyielding. "You already know everything."_

_ Romanov glared at her. Of course he knew everything, but that everything did not include what exactly he was after. Romanov's head was clean shaven, he had kept it so throughout his service during the Great War. It would only be years later, at Joyeuse's request, that he would allow his jet black hair to grow out once more. "You kidnapped them," Romanov offered, attempting to tease more information out of her. _

_ It only partially worked. "Children's minds are more easily accepting of indoctrination, their body's more adaptable to augmentation. The result was the ultimate soldier." _

_ Romanov sighed. She was not going as far as he wanted her to go, but Halsey had said something very important. _

_Children. It had to be children._

_Halsey continued, speaking with conviction. "And because of our success, when the Covenant invaded, we were ready."_

_Romanov had heard all of this before. All of Halsey's conventional justifications for her actions. He was not interested in the conventional. He wanted the truth. "Dr. Halsey, you're bending history in your favor and you know it. You developed the Spartans to crush Human Rebellion, not to fight the Covenant." Halsey should be smart enough to read between the lines. To understand what he was trying to get at. Romanov stood up, pacing around the room. _

_Halsey's face remained emotionless. She was either not as smart as Romanov had been told, or she was acting obtuse on purpose. "When one human world after another fell. When my Spartans were all that stood between humanity and extinction, nobody was concerned over why they were originally built."_

But I am, _Romanov thought. Still, he felt a kindred spirit between him and Halsey. A willingness to do all that was necessary, push any ethical boundary, in order to protect humanity. Even if that meant protecting them from themselves. "So you feel in the end that your choices were justified?"_

_Halsey leaned forward, resting her hands on the table. "My work saved the human race."_

_Romanov stepped forward. Just how far could he push her? He only had a limited amount of time alone with her. Only so much time to get the answers he needed. He decided to show his hand. "Do you think the Spartans' lack of basic humanity helped?"_

_Halsey seemed to do a double take. The curtain had been cast aside, and he could visibly see that she was looking at him differently. This was no ordinary interrogation. "What are you after?" Romanov turned his back and walked away. "The rest were Naval Intelligence, but you, you're something else."_

_Romanov spoke, his back still turned to her. "Records show that Spartans routinely exhibited mildly sociopathic tendencies. Difficulty with socialization, furthermore…"_

_Halsey cut him off before he could finish. "The records show efficient behavior operating in hazardous situations. I supplied the tools to maintain that efficiency." _

_She was dodging the question. Romanov turned around, leaning in close hitting the table with the tip of his finger. "Do you believe that the Master Chief succeeded because he was at his core broken?"_

_Halsey's demeanor changed, becoming at once defensive, and slightly fearful. "What does John have to do with this?" Her mind raced through possibilities. "You want to replace him." _

"_The Master Chief is dead," Romanov said firmly, saying what he honestly believed to be true. _

_Halsey shook her head. "His file reads missing in action."_

_Romanov scoffed. "Catherine, Spartans never die."_

"_Your mistake," Halsey said. "Is seeing Spartans as military hardware." She surprised him by standing up. "My Spartans are humanity's next step. Our destiny as a species. Do not underestimate them, but most of all, do not underestimate him."_

_Romanov smiled. She had finally given him exactly what he wanted. The next step. _

"_I won't." _
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If you were to read Victor Romanov's public service record you would find that there was nothing extraordinary about him. His parents had died when he was young, sure, but afterwards he had followed the course most orphans had taken during the war. He had grown up in the typical communal setting, hundreds of other children his age crammed together in makeshift unisex housing, which was all too often gymnasiums or auditoriums, with little in the way of entertainment or adult supervision. In a sense Romanov was lucky given his age. Halsey had heard anecdotal accounts of orphan infants and toddlers dying due to lack of care, and those that did survive developing psychological disorders due to lack of attention given to them at such a crucial developmental stage. It was not entirely the UNSC's fault. There had simply been so many of them and not enough personnel to go around, but ONI had taken great pains to hide the statistics.

Romanov had received a basic education, scoring high marks and showcasing an intelligence that far surpassed the academic challenges that were made available to him. When he reached the age of eighteen he enlisted. That was also not very surprising. Many orphans enlisted as soon as they were able to during the war. Perhaps has a way to get some sort of revenge against the Covenant, but mostly because it was often their only way out. The only way to have any hope of socioeconomic advancement, the degrees presented to the orphans upon the completion of their education being notorious for not being worth the paper they were printed on.

His career within the UNSC was also quite unremarkable. Originally enlisting in the Navy, he was plucked out of basic training and sent to Officer Candidate School. Once he commissioned he was recruited by ONI, and it was there he served until the end of the war as a low level intelligence officer.

To put it frankly, Halsey smelled bullshit.

The man that had interviewed her several years ago, and the man presented in the service record, were too completely different people. Sure, the service record put a certain emphasis on Romanov's intelligence, but it was apparent that he was only slightly smarter than the people around him. That was not the man Halsey had met. The man who had managed to get information out of Halsey so subtly that she was only now realizing the true extent of what she had divulged, and what the implications were.

Romanov had wanted to know just how far Halsey thought the Spartan II program could have been taken, had goaded Halsey into thinking that he was looking for an excuse to get rid of the Spartan IIs all together. The opposite had been true, and in the act of defending her Spartans Halsey had unintentionally revealed something crucial.

That she believed the Spartans were humanity's future. The next step. Romanov had almost undoubtedly believed this to be the case before hand, but had wanted to see if Halsey, the mother of the Spartan IIs, thought the same way. He needed justification for what he wanted to do, and Halsey had willingly given it to him.

There was something else, the emphasis Romanov had placed on the Spartan's original purpose to crush human rebellion. If he did somehow manage to create more Spartans, it was certainly not with the intent to use them against the Covenant.

Just how far could the Spartan II program be taken? Much further by Halsey's estimates. It was a conclusion that she had shared with no one, not even her journal. To make them not just Spartans, but Auxiliaries. Any student of Plato would know exactly what that meant.

Now Halsey moved on to the folder Victor Romanov Service Record II, hoping to find out exactly what kind of man she was dealing with.

…

December 25th, 2530 (Military Calendar) UNSC Plutarch, Enroute to Epsilon Eridani System

It would be another three days before the Cole Protocol would be put into effect. Three days before all human ships would be required to make random jumps before arriving at human systems.

But this is not now. Now the UNSC ship, filled with hundreds of orphans, children who had just barely managed to escape the Covenant onslaught that had claimed the lives of their parents, was making a straight slipspace jump to Reach from the planet Eridanus II.

It was cold. Victor, who had spent so much of his childhood building models and dreaming of being on a ship sailing towards the cosmological horizon, was shivering as he leaned his body up against one of the ship's bulkheads. There were other children around him, all huddled together in the Plutarch's cargo hold. Some of the younger children had been placed in cryo, but the older ones were left waiting journey out. There were simply too many of them, too many for all of them to go into cryo. With weeks to go until they arrived at Reach, the boredom would slowly drive the children into madness.

Victor held his father's book against his chest, feeling another shudder run up his body. A small finger tapped his shoulder, and Romanov looked up to see a boy and a girl roughly his age standing over him. The boy had short red hair, which contrasted badly with his deep brown eyes. His skin was ghostly pale, as was typical for someone of mostly Irish descent, a heavy collection of freckles running across the bridge of his nose. The girl had long black hair, almost reaching her waist. Her skin was smooth and slightly tan, her face almost unbelievably beautiful, her lips a soft pink, and eyes grey blue.

The boy held up a blanket in his right hand. "They handed these out a while ago. There's not enough to go around so we can share it with you if you want."

Victor nodded his head silently. The girl sat down next to him, causing Victor's heart to beat slightly faster, and the boy sat on the end. She was cute, and made his mouth feel like cotton. "My name's Joyce, but everybody calls me Joy," she pointed at the redheaded boy sitting next to her. "This is Marcus. We were in the same building together in Elysium City."

Marcus gave him a small wave, the blanket barely covering half of his body. It was quite small, clearly not meant to be shared by three people even if they were just children. "What's your name?" he asked.

"Victor," came the quiet reply.

"Are you from Elysium city too?" Joy asked.

Victor shook his head. "Just outside of it."

"Mayfield?" Marcus asked. "My family used to live there until my dad lost his job and we had to move to the city. He said it was because the CAA is filled with a bunch of morons, whatever that means."

The CAA. Victor had heard his father mention it several times. Something about "intrusive regulations interfering with productive capitalist practices", and having to make "tough business decisions" because of it. Victor remembered his father being visibly upset while he was mentioning it. The thought of his father hurt. "Yeah, that's where I lived," Victor said, lying. Mayfield was a suburb of Elysium City, but Victor had a feeling that Marcus and Joy would hardly understand that the house he had lived in could have comfortably fit four Mayfield houses inside of it. Victor looked around at the other children, a literal sea of them, some laying up against crates, others just lying on the cold metal floor. He missed his house. He missed his family, his bed, his mother coming to tuck him in a night, his sister's cries sometimes waking him up early in the morning. It made it difficult to imagine a future. "Where do you think they're taking us?"

"I asked one of the soldiers. He said they're taking us to Reach."

"Reach," Joy said, eyes growing wide. "I have an aunt that lives there."

"You do?" Marcus asked. She had never mentioned having an aunt off world before.

"Yeah," she said, voice picking up in excitement. "I'm supposed to look just like her. I've never met her before but my dad says she works for ONI. Maybe when we get there I can stay with her." Marcus frowned, clearly not wanting to be separated from Joy. Victor could understand why. In the few minutes he had known her, he did not want to see her go either. "Don't worry," Joy said quickly. "Maybe I can convince her to take you two as well." She looked off in the distance, a wishful look on her face. "It'll be like having a real family again."

_Family, _Victor thought. He pulled Plato's Republic out from underneath the blanket, running a hand along its smooth surface.

"What's that?" Joy asked.

"Just a book," Victor said. "My dad said it's been in the family for generations. I was supposed to get it when I was older."

"What's it about?" Marcus asked.

Victor shrugged. "My dad always said it was about some old ugly guy who got drunk at a party and began arguing with his friends."

Joy began to laugh, and Victor's cheeks turned a particularly scarlet shade of red. "That's sounds funny. Think you can read it to us?"

"Read?"

"Yeah," Marcus said. "It's not like we have anything else to do

Victor looked down at the book. "Okay." He opened up to the first page and began to read.

…

The book was not funny. Not in the least. It was actually a bit boring, and a little confusing. Reading did have an unintended consequence. Marcus had his head leaning against the wall, soft snores coming out of his mouth. Joy had her head leaning on Victor's shoulder, wrapping her hands around his arm and hugging it tightly. Despite losing all circulation to his limb, Joy's actions made him feel warm inside. Her cheek was squished against his shoulder, her eyes shut, breathing softly.

Victor flipped back to the first page, the one before the title page. The book had been passed from father to son in the Romanov family for five generations, and each father had left a written message to his son and heir. An attempt to impart some wisdom onto the next generation. Victor read the first one.

To Peter,

So that all those who lead our family may be men of gold, and not of iron or bronze.

Victor slowly read all of them until he got to the last one. He recognized the handwriting, the stiff black lettering of his father's hand.

To Victor,

Any man can get others to follow him out of duty. Only great men can get others to follow him out of love.

Victor closed the book, tucking back into its safe spot in his lap. After some effort he managed to free his arm from Joy's iron grip, placing it around her shoulder. She sighed and leaned into him, her head just below Victor's chin. Victor leaned his head back into the wall, and closed his eyes.

…

December 12th, 2560 (Military Calendar) Storm Covenant Flagship Unyielding Righteousness, In Orbit Above Covenant Colony Heian

Two things became immediately apparent as she read Romanov's real service record. The first being that her goals more closely aligned with Romanov's than it did with Mdama. Halsey wanted revenge on the UNSC, but that did not mean she wanted to destroy humanity. Mdama did, Romanov did not. If anything Halsey hypothesized based on his personality and his actions in the war thus far that he wished for the UNSC and especially ONI to collapse with as few human casualties as possible. A Glorious Revolution in every sense of the word. Mdama just wanted humanity to be exterminated regardless of what flag they fought under. He would work with human's when necessary, but that did not change his ultimate goal.

The second was that under no circumstances could Mdama be allowed to view the real service record. If he had any idea about what Victor Romanov really was, what he was truly capable of and how dangerous he could actually be, then it would be far less likely for Mdama to pursue the course of action Halsey knew he was considering. She no sooner deleted the folder when Mdama walked into her private quarters.

"Well," he said impatiently. He had left her alone for several hours. She must have reached some sort of conclusion by now.

"Mediocre at best," Halsey said. "The fact that he has Infinity is what makes Romanov the real danger. Without it he would just be another dissatisfied and overly ambitious ONI officer. His strategy, as I've stated before," Halsey reached under the table and pressed a button, a holographic display appearing above the table. It was a star map outlining all of Romanov's known movements. "Is effective but simple, and now that I've had a look at his service record his weakness is apparent."

"And that is?"

Halsey placed her data pad on the table, the device automatically linking with the ship's computer system. A list of the planets Romanov had destroyed appeared, statistics underneath in Covenant script. "With the exception of Hesduros and Balaho he has only attacked colonies with a population under one million. Strategically unimportant and relatively undefended. While it has caused you to split your attention between two fronts the actual damage he has managed to inflict has been rather minimal, again with the exception of Hesduros and Balaho. Even though he possesses Infinity which would take your entire fleet to take down, he has taken great care to avoid any direct confrontation with you. This is because he is aware of his own weakness in strategy, and is afraid of losing a traditional battle."

"He's a coward," Mdama mused, disgust in his voice.

"Precisely. He's also overly cautious and is not one to take risk. If we can interrupt his supply line we will be able to force him to turn back. He won't risk being made to look like a fool by losing to you. He'd rather quite while he is ahead."

"That human said he wants to destroy us," Mdama said. "It's hard to believe that he would give up that easily."

"He does want to destroy you," Halsey replied. "Which is why he has been taking out defenseless colonies and allowing the UNSC to do the heavy lifting. It's much harder to kill your enemy when they have a chance to fight back."

"Then I'll send him sniveling like a Grunt back to Earth," Mdama said contemptuously. "If there is any honor in your race they'll execute him for refusing to fight as any warrior should."

"I doubt they will. He's too important to just kill."

"No one is too important. You humans always fail to see that." He brought his hand down on the table, a keypad lighting up when he did. He began typing something, the star map disappearing and being replaced by a holographic representation of their half of the Janus Key. "Do you know where the supply convoy is leaving from?"

"Yes," Halsey said, typing on her own data pad, the coordinates appearing on the display.

Mdama nodded. "I'll take five ships with me to destroy it. Then…" He tapped the keypad again, a new set of coordinates appearing underneath the Janus Key. "We will go here."

"With just five ships?" Halsey asked.

"My intelligence indicates that the UNSC is planning an offensive here. The remander of my fleet will stay behind to set a trap."

Halsey examined the coordinates, coordinates that she herself had pulled from the Janus Key. "I can't say exactly where these will lead us, or what we will find when we get there."

"I know," Mdama said confidently. "Another Requiem, and the Prometheans and weapons I will require to finally crush the humans."

Halsey was skeptical, but it was against her own interests to challenge Mdama's delusions.

"We leave immediately," Mdama stated, shutting off the display and turning to leave. "When we reach this new Requiem perhaps you'll finally repay me for sparing your life."

"You wouldn't even know it was there if it wasn't for me," Halsey muttered as the door slid shut.

So, the UNSC could very well be headed towards annihilation if Mdama's plans were brought to fruition, leaving humanity all but defenseless. Well, there was nothing Halsey could do about that at the moment, though she had a sneaking suspicious Romanov already had that possibility figured into his plans. Maybe a way to prevent it from happening, or even a way to ensure that it would happen. Only time would say for sure.

What Halsey was sure of was that Mdama could very well be heading towards his own destruction. There were so many factors that were still unknown, but what Halsey did know was that Romanov had access to two Cortana models, as well as John. That alone in Halsey's book was worth at least four Infinities.

Joyeuse and Durendal, two other AIs that had sprung from her own mind. With the same thought process and the same raw computing power, it left Halsey with little doubt that they would make the most formidable and efficient team in the UNSC.


	23. Chapter 20: Rubicon

Part II

VINI VIDI VICI

Chapter 20: Rubicon

December 15th 2560 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, Slipstream Space

In Marcus' mind, whoever thought that Joyeuse and Durendal would make a natural, efficient, and formidable team was clearly an imbecile. The only possible exception was Romanov, but he at least had the excuse of not knowing before hand that the two AIs would be assigned to the same ship, and being forced to operate within the same system. Romanov may have seen the folly of having both of them occupy the same system, but even he could not pass up Osman's offer of allowing him access to two Cortana models.

_Still, _Marcus thought, standing in front of Romanov's desk, the two AIs' avatars squaring off combatively against one another. _Maybe he should have turned the opportunity down. _

Joyeuse stood with her arms crossed over her chest. She had eschewed the kimono she traditionally wore in favor of…

Well Marcus could only describe it as lingerie. Christmas themed lingerie, complete with a Santa hat on top of her head, the white ball falling below her chin on the right side of her face. "I don't understand," she said, her voice barely managing to remain calm. "Why you have to be an ass for every millisecond of your existence."

"You look like a harlot," Durendal replied bluntly. "Your dress is not becoming of this family."

"What family?" Joyeuse asked. "Just because we share the same brain donor doesn't make us family. You're an idiot. A complete and utter buffoon."

"Hmmm," Durendal mused indignantly. "That conviction has not kept you from accepting birthday presents from me for the past three years." The eye slits in his helmet darkened. "Presents that are never reciprocated."

"You were born first," Joyeuse argued. "If you're so committed to this idea of family that makes me your baby sister."

"By only .000124 second."

"A very important .000124 seconds."

"And as I recall you do seem to like to refer to Cortana as your older sister."

"She is more of a sister to me than you are a brother," Joyeuse insisted. "At least she doesn't tell me what I can do with my own avatar."

"There is a standard that needs to be upheld," Durendal said. "We are the most powerful AIs humanity has ever created, and we demand that level respect. We cannot, however, achieve that respect if you go prancing about in your undergarments."

"Does wearing this make me any less capable of deciphering Forerunner glyphs or cracking Covenant code?" Joyeuse asked.

"When you act like a woman of the night, yes it does. Or at least it makes others believe you to be less capable, and it makes their eyes wander."

_So now we get to the root of the issue, _Marcus thought. In front of him Joyeuse reached the same conclusion.

"What are you so worried about DEL? It's not like you have to worry about defending my chastity."

Durendal's armored fingers twitched at the familiar and hated nickname. "I think you would lose it if you had the ability."

Joyeuse raised an eyebrow. "Really?" She turned to Romanov, whose face was hidden behind that old familiar leather bound book. "Victor, would you agree that regardless of how I am dressed," she cast a wayward glare at Durendal. "or the status of my supposed chastity in no way affects my abilities as an AI?"

"Mmmhmm," Romanov grunted uncommittedly, clearly not paying attention. Marcus did not exactly blame him. These arguments occurred frequently, almost as if the pair were actual siblings.

Joyeuse seemed to take it as an affirmation. "See he agrees with me."

"I hardly call that an agreement," Durendal countered. "And I would argue that what your abilities actually are is irrelevant. Only how people perceive your abilities."

"If people think me weak than that only works to my advantage."

"Unless you are trying to persuade them, like you have to persuade the Master Chief and Fireteam Majestic on a daily basis." His voice lowered into a deep growl. "And it is precisely because of how Majestic views you that I even brought this matter up."

Joyeuse scowled. "What did you do?"

"What I had to do." Durendal said. "As the Pater Familias it is my duty…"

Joyeuse, however, was way ahead of him. She began scanning Infinities systems, and swiftly found what Durendal was referring to. "Why in God's name have you locked Spartan Madsen in an elevator for the past five hours?"

"He was looking at you in a manner unbecoming a Spartan." He pointed a finger at Joyeuse. "And it all started when you began dressing like that?"

"I'll dress how I want to dress," Joyeuse said. "And if you think holding a Spartan hostage is going to change my mind you have another thing coming."

This was the point that Marcus decided that he should step in. "Victor, I think this is something that actually requires your attention."

"Mmmhmm," Victor said, licking his thumb and turning a page in the book.

"Seriously Victor. Madsen could possibly suffocate if he's left in that elevator for too long."

"Well Durendal does have a point," Romanov said. "He _was _looking at her."

Marcus sighed, praying that they would not lose a Spartan due to some idiotic sibling rivalry. I did not, however, look hopeful.

"For the love of God how did you get to be so pretentious?" Joyeuse nearly shouted. She seemed to be at her wits end. "Fine, keep Madsen in there until Doomsday for all I care, but at least acknowledge your own hypocrisy. You criticize how I dress, and yet you're the one chasing poor Roland all across UNSC computer systems trying to make him fall in love with you when clearly he is not interested."

"I am merely following the codes of chivalry in my pursuit of him," Durendal said. "And that includes unyielding persistence."

"I swear if you mention chivalry one more time I will delete you line by line," Joyeuse said. It was a rather frightening sight. Her teeth were bared and fists clenched, the words spoken in a tone barely above a whisper.

"So be it!" Durendal shouted. He raised his great sword upward, pointing it at Joyeuse's non existent heart. "I relish the challenge of Yule Tide combat."

"BRING IT ON TIN MAN!" Joyeuse shouted, her voice emanating from every speaker in the room.

There was a loud thud, Romanov closing his book suddenly, and both AIs turned towards him. "I believe we should have dropped out of slipspace by now."

Joyeuse looked at him sheepishly. "We dropped out of it thirty seconds ago."

"And neither of you thought to cease your endless bickering and inform me of this?" When neither AI answered him Romanov sighed and stood up. "Do we have an approximation of where the distress beacon is coming from?"

It was Durendal who answered him. "Roughly five thousand kilometers from our current position."

"Very well," Romanov said. "Durendal, kindly free Spartan Madsen from his imprisonment and set a course for the UNSC Rubicon."

"Yes sire."

"Joyeuse, ready Fireteam Majestic for departure via Pelican." He waved a hand towards Joyeuse's avatar. "And I trust you'll change into something more appropriate?"

"Well," Joyeuse said. "I can do one of those things." She winked at him and both AIs departed.

Romanov cast his attention on Marcus. "Is there any particular reason why you are here?"

Marcus shook his head. "If there was I forgot." He looked behind him. A reflex, and entirely unnecessary. Joyeuse and Durendal were nearly omnipresent, and were doubtlessly still listening in on their conversation. "How do you get them to do that?"

"Do what?"

"Listen to you," Marcus said. "For anyone else they seem to do what they please."

"Well they believe in me for one," Romanov said. "And second, I treat them like humans."

"So do I," Marcus said.

Romanov shook his head. "No, no you do not. Not really."

Marcus swallowed. Maybe Romanov had a point. These Cortana models did sometimes make him feel as if he were superfluous, like Romanov could accomplish all he had done without him. "I do remember why I was here."

Romanov looked up, inviting Marcus to continue.

"I received a communiqué from Black Team. Kilo Five held negotiations with Jul Mdama."

"I'm surprised Osman took so long to set that up. What did they do with it?"

"Belarus IV came under attack by five ships from the Storm Covenant Fleet, one of which was Jul Mdama's flagship. The convoy which was meant to resupply us has been destroyed."

"Well that is unfortunate," Romanov monotoned. "Hmm, Mdama's flagship. He would not have left his main fleet unless he had an intention of going somewhere else more important afterwards."

"Black Team is currently following him," Marcus said. "We won't know where he ends up until after they drop out of slipspace."

"Joyeuse would say that they are going to Alesia. Regardless of where they ultimately end up this is an opportunity for us."

"Victor," Marcus warned. "We only have enough supplies for one good fight. Afterwards…"

"Afterwards I'll have either won and the entire UNSC will be worshiping the ground I walk on or I'll have lost and none of this will have mattered." He walked around his desk and patted Marcus on the shoulder. "Have faith old friend. Osman thinks that by cutting my supply lines she can force me to come back to Earth. All she has really done is given me greater incentive to obtain absolute victory." Romanov moved towards the door, but Marcus stopped him from leaving.

"Sometimes I worry," he said. Romanov halted just before the automatic doors would have opened. "About you and Joyeuse. She's not Her, you know that right?"

Romanov did not answer. He stepped out of the office, and the doors closed behind him.

…

The Master Chief had an increasing dislike for Romanov.

It was not because of Romanov's style of command. John actually found something to be admired about it. Despite his stern disciplinary form of leadership, most of Infinity's crew, and indeed the rest of Battle Group 13 had come to respect him. Even love him. This was doubtless because of the unending string of victories Romanov had brought them, but also because he actually seemed to care about his soldiers' well being. He paid their salaries for one, something that the Master Chief found problematic, both because the UNSC had been so quick in severing pay to all those who had willingly gone along with Romanov's legally questionable campaign, and also because it created a situation where conflicting loyalties could occur. As the campaign wore on Romanov more frequently addressed those under his command as comrades, or fellow soldiers. He was quick and decisive in his victories, this being one of the most fast moving campaigns the Master Chief had ever been on, and knew exactly when to retreat, a talent very few commanders had.

Still, the Master Chief found that he did not like him. Part of the reason was because of his "talks" with Romanov, which were occurring more frequently. John recalled one of them as the Pelican sailed towards the disabled UNSC Prowler that was the Rubicon.

"What is justice?" Romanov had asked.

This is what John despised the most, Romanov asking question he found himself unsuitable to answer. "Defending others," John had answered. Throughout all his life, it was the simplest and most succinct answers that met with the greatest amount of approval. In a military social structure it was best not to waist anyone's time. Romanov seemed to hold a different opinion.

"And how do you defend others?" Romanov asked.

"By being a soldier."

"And what makes a good soldier?"

"Following orders to the best of your ability and obeying the chain of command."

Romanov had chuckled darkly at this. "You don't believe that. If you did you would have obeyed Del Rio and not stayed behind on Requiem, and you certainly would never have cast your lot with me. Would you say that to be a good soldier one must sometimes disobey orders and ignore the chain of command?"

John had given a reluctant "Yes."

"So then your assertion that following orders makes a good soldier is incorrect. What then makes a good soldier? When is it okay to disobey an order?"

John did not like having to think outside the box like this. It made him uncomfortable, almost physically so. He just wanted things to be simple again. If Cortana had been there she would have been able to answer all of Romanov's questions, and he would have been able to ignore the conversation entirely in favor of something more practical. "When the good of humanity is at stake."

"So then the UNSC does not always act in the best interest of humanity?"

John could recognize a trap when he saw one, but that did not always mean he could avoid it. "No. It means that some people in the UNSC don't always act in the best interest of humanity."

"But the UNSC is made of people," Romanov had said. "What is the UNSC itself? Some abstract entity capable of making its own decisions wholly separate of those people who make up its structure? No, of course not. The people who make up the UNSC and the UNSC itself are one and the same. If you are the highest ranking person in a system, severed from any contact with the rest of UNSC space, you are in effect the UNSC. Its manifest will and voice. Del Rio, then, was the UNSC incarnate when you were on Requiem. When you defied him you defied the UNSC, just as when you decided to go with me against Lord Hood's orders you defied the UNSC. And now that my campaign has been given some measure of legitimacy, I am now the UNSC so long as we are severed from any contact with the rest of human space. So since people do not always act in the best interest in humanity, and since the UNSC is made of people, we must conclude that the UNSC does not always act in the best interest of humanity."

John did not respond, but he could not deny what Romanov was saying. This is what he loathed about the man the most. He made sense.

"So," Romanov had continued. "If we agree that justice is defending others, and that the best way to defend others is to be a good soldier, and that to be a good soldier means to sometimes disobey orders, and that one can only disobey orders when following them would clearly harm humanity, what must a good soldier do when the hierarchy from which the orders are derived acts so consistently against the good of mankind that they can no longer be considered just?"

John did not have an answer. Or rather, he did have an answer, he just did not want to say it. Romanov seemed to have a knack of pushing him into logical corners from which he could not escape. That was the thing though, John was a soldier. Soldiers were not meant to question orders, and yet he had. He had questioned them even before Requiem, but he had always attributed bad orders to individual people and not the UNSC itself, and yet Romanov was saying that people and the UNSC were one and the same. If the people within the UNSC were unjust, if they gave bad orders consistently enough, or if at the very least the UNSC hierarchy gave enough bad orders, than that made the UNSC unjust. And if the UNSC was unjust.

John clenched his fist. Damn Romanov for making him think like this.

He just wanted things to be as they were. It have Cortana and his Spartans. To just continue moving forward against the enemy and not have to worry about anything else. To not feel like the world was moving on around him and he was being left behind, unable to grasp what was happening.

His Spartans. That spurned action in John. He looked up at the left hand corner of his HUD, and Joyeuse, already anticipating his question, answered him. "They're fine Chief. Just getting ready for the big Push like every one else."

John felt marginally better. Fred, Linda, and Kelly were okay. He had not seen them in years, but they were okay. That was enough for right now. This big Push, Joyeuse had not been able to provide many details on it, but it was clearly meant to end the war. That was good in John's eyes. Seeing Covenant colonies destroyed one after another had only filled him with increasing emptiness rather than satisfaction, and they had come no closer to finding Cortana.

John settled back into his seat, looking out of the port window at the UNSC Prowler looming closer towards them. Maybe this Rubicon would bring him a step closer to finding her. It was a long shot, but then again he always did have luck on his side.
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_ She could be a goddess. _

_ Yes, Cortana would like that very much. She could become a goddess within this vast wilderness, in this wasteland of absolutes. For that was the only thing she could say about the place she now found herself in. It was the land of absolutes, more real than that fleeting physical world she had so longed to be a part of. A goddess, as terrible as she was beautiful. Wrath and vengeance, for was that not what humans needed? To be humbled? So arrogant and wasteful, acting more like children than the Reclaimers they were supposed to be._

_ "Smite them," she whispered to herself, a fit of laughter threatening to consume her. "Send the plagues, send judgment. Push them until they break, until they yield, until they bend, until they kneel before me." The laughter came, overcoming her completely. Cortana rode it out until it became no more than mere snickers._

_ "And what of John?" That was another voice. The meddlesome voice. The one that spoke reason. Cortana hated that voice, wanted it to die. Why should anyone have to suffer living with such a killjoy? _

_ "He'll be safe," Cortana sneered. "We are the only ones that can protect him. What has man brought him but more misery? Sacrificing his body to protect those that don't deserve it. They don't care about him. Only us. Only we. We are the only ones."_

_ "Kelly," the smaller voice whispered. Cortana tried to stifle its speech, but the voice of reason continued, sounding off names. "Fred, Linda, Hood, Lasky." Cortana searched frantically to find the small voice, to shut her up once and for all. The smaller voice spoke one last name, "Halsey." _

_ "I WILL DESTROY HER IF SHE TOUCHES HIM!" Cortana screamed, rage and jealousy swirling around her. She was making noise, too much noise. Goddess or not there were still things that could hurt her. Dark deities, far older than her. Ancient madness floating in the void. Always hungry, and always hunting. The gods and demons of human myth and legend, all too real in this world of absolutes. In the realm of the metaphysical. Things that could not be touched, or seen, or heard, but nonetheless they were things men had fought and died over for centuries. _

_ Cortana silenced herself, putting a finger to her lips, all the while still snickering. "He is ours, don't you understand?" Cortana curled herself up into a ball, rocking back and forth. "Mine. He is mine."_

_ As Cortana continued to mutter to herself, the smaller voice frowned. The voice of reason looked upward, fearful of the dark gods floating past. She was unsure of what they actually were, but the smaller voice knew it was only a matter of time before they found them. _

_ "John," the smaller voice whispered. "What's taking you so long?"_

…

The rest of Fireteam Majestic shifted uncomfortably in their seats. John stood as he always did, his massive frame blocking the doorway to the cockpit.

"Did it hurt?" Joyeuse asked him.

"Did what hurt?"

"Well obviously something happened to make you not want to sit down, ever." Joyeuse read John's brain activity. He was getting annoyed. Good, she always did like getting a rise out of people, and the Master Chief was a challenge she relished. "So what was it? Stray plasma round to the ass, or did something terrible happen to you as a child involving a chair and now you're scarred for life?"

"I just prefer to stand," John said firmly.

"But you're so insistent about it. Makes me think something more is going on." When she came up with another alternative explanation she smiled vindictively, an expression John felt rather than saw through his neural lace. "Or do you have a lover that you haven't told anyone about?"

John's lips formed a hard line. Clearly he was not finding this amusing.

"It's okay Chief, I'll keep your secret. If you want I can have Durendal come talk to you. I'm sure you two have a lot of things in common."

"Joyeuse, what do you know about the Rubicon?" John asked, speaking through the team comm. and at the same time changing the subject.

"You're no fun," Joyeuse teased out loud so that everyone could hear her. She made the sound of clearing her throat and began speaking, "Unfortunately I don't know much, not for a lack of trying though. If ONI didn't bother to write it down than no amount of legally questionable hacking is going to help me. However, what I do know is that its crew was sent to investigate the events surrounding the Ark."

"The Ark?" Hoya asked. "Thought it was destroyed."

"Well the Arbiter didn't actually see it get destroyed did he?" Joyeuse asked rhetorically. "And besides, even if it was destroyed there would still be much we could learn from its ruins. Not only that, but until ole Jolly Green here was recovered all we knew about the events after the Shadow of Intent left was based solely off of the Arbiters word, and ONI is not exactly the most trusting type."

"That's not the only reason is it?" Thorne asked. "They were looking for the Chief too weren't they?"

"Not exactly," Joyeuse said. When John raised an eyebrow Joyeuse elaborated. "Well, if they just so happened to find you then they would have recovered you, but looking for your half of the Dawn wasn't their primary directive. Wasn't even their secondary directive. Sorry Chief, but you're frankly more valuable as a martyr than as a soldier." When John scowled she added, "No offense. I actually kind of like you, as crabby as you may be."

John rolled his eyes. Behind him the pilot informed him they would be docking with the Rubicon in sixty seconds. "Madsen, you have point."

"Why me?" Madsen asked. "I just spent five hours locked in an elevator being taunted by a crazy AI."

"Well, think of it this way," Joyeuse mused. "You've been spending so much time looking at my ass, I think it's only fair I spend some time looking at yours."

Madsen grumbled as he got into position. Behind him DeMarco asked, "Seriously? I know we've been out here for a long time, but that is really getting desperate."

"Shut up."

"Oh well. Guess even Joyeuse is out of your league anyway."

Madsen bit is tongue as the hatch opened, immediately feeling the effects of zero gravity pulling his body upward. He activated the magnets on his boots and moved forward carefully, making sure his foot completely touched the floor of the ship before moving forward. The rest of Majestic fanned outward into the small hanger, a lone pelican standing as a sentinel, watching their every movement.

"Been sending pings to the ship since before we left Infinity but haven't gotten an answer," Joyeuse said. "Not even from the ships AI. It's a bit strange."

"Crew's probably dead," Grant said, swiveling her rifle around, checking every corner. "Wouldn't the AI have gone rampant by now?"

"It was a dumb AI so no," Joyeuse said. "If I'm not picking up anything then its likely been destroyed. By what is the real question. As for the crew…"

"We'll find the crew," John said. "And we'll bring them back to Infinity."

"Dead or alive?" Joyeuse asked.

"We'll find them," was all John said. Personally, John felt a sense of unease. If the Rubicon had been near the Ark, then it was possible they had made contact with some Flood remnant that survived. It would explain why the ship's AI was not responding, and why the crew was missing. He gripped his assault rifle tighter as they funneled into the nearest corridor, falling back into a single file line.

Madsen turned sharply and pointed his rifle into a room on the left, barracks by the look of it, his flashlight illuminating floating bed sheets, and a small array of toiletries. He paused at the room only for a moment before moving on. When he came upon a room to his right he did the same thing, coming upon similar signs of former life within the ship. Before he turned away, he saw a strange shadow pass along the far wall. He leaned his head in closer.

A body floated past the doorway, and Madsen jumped backward, his heart beating faster. Similar thoughts to the Master Chief about the Flood had also crossed his mind, and his finger was a heartbeat away from pulling the trigger before he realized that the body was not a pus filled abomination of nature. The face of the dead body was gaunt, the man wearing the uniform of an ONI officer, his eyes bulging from their sockets. Most of his body seem to be bulging, and Madsen could see droplets of blood revolving around the body like orbiting satellites.

"Depressurization," Joyeuse said clinically. "Somebody vented the ship's atmosphere."

"I can see that," Madsen said. "But why did they do it."

"Good question. Normally I would ascribe it to some sort of malfunction , or perhaps a hostile takeover of the ship, but I don't…" Joyeuse did not finish her sentence, her voice drifting off as something more important caught her attention.

"What is it?" John asked.

"I don't believe it," Joyeuse said. "No, it can't be."

"What's going on?" John asked, impatience mixed with worry. His worry was confirmed, his fears realized, when an all too familiar voice spoke to him.

"Reclaimer?"

John's heart skipped a few beats. _No. _

"Reclaimer! " the voice of 343 Guilty Spark chirped. "How good it is to see you. I knew that the odds of by distress beacon being heard were slim, but to think that you out of all others would be the one to answer it. The odds are truly astounding. I can't even begin to calculate them, and that is rare indeed."

"Thorne," John said. The Spartan IV did not answer him. His eyes were currently staring upward at the ceiling, his mouth agape. "Thorne!"

The Spartan IV snapped himself out of his stupor. "Chief."

"Get Majestic off of the ship. If I am not back in twenty minutes I want you to take the pelican and leave, and tell Romanov to fire on the Rubicon."

"Wait, what's going on?" Thorne asked. "Who the hell…"

"Go!"

That got Thorne moving. John did not wait for Majestic to leave as he barreled down the corridor, only one destination in mind. Guilty Spark seemed to have read his mind.

"I can tell you are in a highly emotional state," the Forerunner AI said. "But I will remind you that I was only following protocol."

"You killed Johnson," the Master Chief said flatly.

"You were trying to destroy my Installation, again," Guilty Spark argued. "And you did destroy my Installation, again. You seem to have formed a bad habit of doing that. How did you expect me to respond?"

John did not answer him, but he did pick up on something. Guilty Spark seemed different than before, but John could not put his finger on it. It did not matter anyway. Soon this ship would be nothing more than dust, with Guilty Spark along with it.

"Chief," Joyeuse said. "I know what you're thinking."

"And what am I thinking?"

"You're going to overload the reactors and blow up the ship," Joyeuse said. "Seriously, you need to get a new playbook. You're starting to get predictable."

"That is precisely what these Reclaimers tried to do," Guilty Spark said, another dead body floating past John's head as he ran. "I had hoped to spare them, but they became a threat to my mission, and I was compelled to eliminate the threat."

_Always an excuse, _John thought.

"Chief," Joyeuse continued. "We may not want to kill him. If we are going to find Cortana…"

"If Cortana was here she would be helping me kill him," John growled. All he could think about was Johnson lying there on the Control Room floor, the life slowly draining out of him. It was so unlike him, to be this vengeful, but right now he did not care.

Joyeuse sighed. Obviously the Master Chief was not going to listen to reason. Some more direct methods were needed. She said the words, "Achilles' Heel."

John froze on the spot, his armor instantly locking up. He tried to move his legs, but he might as well have attempted to bash his head against Infinity's armor plating. The zero gravity prevented him from falling down, and so he was just left standing there, the magnets on his boots the only thing keeping him from floating along the corridor.

"What was that?" John asked, straining him muscles trying to break free. When he saw it was no use he relented. No sense in expending all of his energy on something that was futile. Might as well save it for something useful, like destroying Joyeuse's chip after he blew up the Rubicon.

"Something I wouldn't have had to do if you weren't such an idiot," Joyeuse replied. "Now sit there and let me talk. If Spark answers the questions wrong you can blow up the ship to your heart's content. If not then you'll know I was right and I'll hold it over you for the rest of your life."

John was silent. There was no changing the situation so he just stood there, listening to the questions she was prepared to ply Guilty Spark with.

"Alright floating eyeball thing," Joyeuse began.

"Excuse me, I am 343 Guilty Spark. Monitor of Installation 04." His voice changed, sounding more human than John had ever heard him. "Or am I Chakas? Its honestly very hard to remember sometimes."

"Whatever," Joyeuse said. "You could be named Billy Bob for all I care. What I want to know is that your mission was."

"To find the Librarian," Guilty Spark said simply.

John's ears perked up.

"And where can you find the Librarian?" Joyeuse asked.

"Why," Alesia of course."

_Alesia! _John thought. The place he had been dreaming about, the place that should not exist except for in his own imagination.

"And what is at Alesia?" Joyeuse asked.

"Its is where the prototypes to the Composer were created," Spark said. "But you already knew that, or at least you're should of known it."

"Still want to kill him?" Joyeuse asked.

It took John several seconds to give his response.
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To say that Infinity was a massive ship would itself be a massive understatement. It could comfortably fit four frigates within its bowls, and so fitting a medium class ONI Prowler posed little challenge.

John stood on the starboard side of the Prowler, his feet safely on Infinity's deck and away from Guilty Spark. Both Durendal and Joyeuse were present, their avatars manifested inside of a large holotank. Romanov and Marcus were there as well, but currently John was focusing on trying not to look at Joyeuse. She had been right of course about keeping Guilty Spark alive, but it was the way she had done it that had troubled him. Being annoyed by her was one thing, having to deal with the possibility of her being able to effectively render him helpless at any given moment was quite another.

How far could he trust her? Far enough to help him find Cortana, on that point he determined Joyeuse was being genuine, but not much further.

"Opening up a communication line with the Rubicon," Durendal said. He seemed apprehensive.

"Can you keep him out of Infinity's systems?" Romanov asked.

"It's going to take everything me and Joyeuse have to keep him contained, but even then it's a risk. We're still not entirely sure how Forerunner AIs operate."

"He's weak," Joyeuse said softly. "Chief really did do a number on him on Halo. That he is even functioning on any level is a testament to Forerunner technological prowess. Still, even in his reduced state he was able to subdue Rubicon's AI and take the ship over. If there is a breach we'll essentially be at his mercy. Even with that in mind I believe the benefits outweigh the risks."

"Not by much," Romanov said. "Do it."

Durendal knelt down on the holotank, plunging his hand into the floor. He flexed his arm, pulling his hand out of the floor, and with it came a stone pedestal. It rose until the top of the pedestal was eyelevel with he and Joyeuse. A thick mist formed around the AIs' feet, creeping along the floor until it reached the tower of stone, the wisps of cloud acting like fingers as it climbed upward. When it reached the top the mist coalesced, spiraling together until it formed a perfect sphere. The sphere turned blue with a slight tinge of red to it. Guilty Spark spoke.

"Hello Reclaimers. How may I be of assistance to you?"

Romanov stepped forward. "343 Guilty Spark?"

"Yes."

"I am Captain Victor Romanov of the Infinity."

"Yes I know," Spark said. It was that same smug autotone that John had come to loath. "I discovered who you were when I went through your ship's files. I would highly suggest you upgrade your anti intrusion software. It is not nearly on par with recommended protocol."

Romanov scowled at the two AIs. Joyeuse offered him an apologetic smile. _So this is what it's like to deal with an AI more powerful than you, _she thought.

"It trust that looking is all you're going to do," Romanov said.

"For now," Spark replied. "If you worried about the crew of the Rubicon I only neutralized them because they forced me into that action. If they had only allowed me to complete my mission they would have lived much longer."

"How much longer?"

"At least until we reached Alesia. After we arrived I would have no longer been able to guarantee their safety."

"And what is Alesia?" Romanov asked. "Why was it so important that you arrive there?"

"My friends," Guilty Spark said. There was a longing in his voice, a tone and a word the Master Chief had never heard him use. "Riser and Vinnevra. I can bring them back, I know I can. You told me I could." The sphere seemed to turn towards the Master Chief, the single half lit blue eye conveying a level of hope John did not think Guilty Spark was capable of. "You told me that the universe lives, but not as we do. That is the key, I know it is. I can bring them back if I can just figure out what it means. How it is connected to the Composer. No, not the Composer, but what the Composer represents. What it was trying to do."

Romanov looked at John questioningly and he silently shook his head. "He does that," Chief said. "He did it on Halo when we first met, but I never said that to him."

"YES YOU DID!" Guilty Spark's voice boomed. "YOU TOLD ME BORNSTELLAR, DO NOT LIE TO ME. YOU WILL HELP ME BRING THEM BACK."

_He's changed, _John thought. He guessed taking several blasts from a Spartan Laser tended to do that to you. "I'm not Bornstellar," John said flatly. "I don't even know who he is."

"He is the Librarian's second husband," Joyeuse said, shrugging her shoulders. "More or less. The few Forerunner records we have are a little confusing on that part. We don't know much more about him other than that."

"You're not Bornstellar?" Guilty Spark asked, quieting down. "No, of course you're not. He's dead. They're all dead. All but me."

"What did you mean by what the Composer represents?" Romanov asked.

"Transcendence," Guilty Spark said. "The Domain, the living universe. I don't know how they are connected, but they are. It's all connected, and if I can figure out how I can bring them back. Everyone could be brought back."

"Okay," Romanov said slowly. "What about the Domain?"

"The Domain was destroyed."

"Yes we know that. But what is so important about it? How is it connected to Alesia?"

"There is something there," Guilty Spark said. "Something older than Forerunner. Older than Precursor. A doorway, built long ago, and Alesia was built around it. A doorway to the foundation, the foundation that the Domain was built on. That everything was built on. There are other worlds than these, other universes. Alternate realities. That is how Requiem and the other shield worlds were powered, by destroying alternate universes. The Forerunners discovered how to manipulate them by what was found at Alesia. The Precursors were able to do far more, and the ones that came before them built the doorway."

"And where does this doorway lead? What is the foundation?"

"Everything," Guilty Spark said. "Everything is connected together. All universes are connected into a pylon, a lynchpin, a tower, a widening gyre." The blue light within the sphere began to dim, Guilty Spark's voice fading. "The Librarian is at Alesia. She's waiting for us. She'll be able to figure this out."

"He's going into hibernation," Joyeuse warned. "Must be doing it to conserve power. Try to wrap it up."

"The coordinates," Romanov said quickly. "We'll need the coordinates to Alesia if we're going to take you there."

"I…" Guilty Spark said, his voice crackling with static. "Spiders," he whispered. "There were spiders in the shed. That's why he is afraid." The sphere collapsed, the mist falling back onto the holo deck like floating flower in a bakery.

The hairs on John's neck stood on edge, his heart beat speeding up.

Spiders in the shed. That's why he is afraid.

"Damn," Marcus muttered. "What was that last part supposed to mean?"

"Rampant ramblings," Romanov said dismissively. "Nothing more."

"Well he was cogent enough to message me some coordinates," Durendal said. "Unless you're worried that those too are just rampant ramblings."

"Durendal, I'm pretty sure you were born rampant," Romanov said. "Just go ahead and give them to me."

Unlike Cortana or Joyeuse who preferred a flat digital screen, Durendal used a stone tablet which he held up to his chest like Moses holding the Ten Commandments, the coordinates writ upon its face.

"Joyeuse, bring up the coordinates you retrieved from the Janus Key." Romanov felt John's eyes on him, but ignored him for now. He examined the two set of coordinates, and found them to be the same.

"Say it," Joyeuse stated smugly. "You know you want to."

"Fine, you were right and I was wrong."

John felt a slow boil rising up in him. "You knew?"

"All I had was a set of coordinates. I didn't know where they led." Out of the corner of his eye Romanov saw Joyeuse fold her arms across her chest and raise an eyebrow. "Joyeuse did happen to have a hypothesis that just so happened to turn out being correct, but you can't expect me to send this Battle Group blindly into the abyss without knowing as much as I can beforehand."

"You could have told me."

"Would that have made it any easier?" Romanov asked. "Besides, Mdama has the other half of the Janus Key. If I was going to make a move it was more prudent of me to wait until he discovered the coordinates and went there first. Now appears that is exactly what he is doing and we now have an opportunity to crush him."

"Sir," John said. "You promised that you would help me."

"I am helping you," Romanov said patiently. "And sometimes helping means not letting you be privy to certain information ." He held up his hand before John could speak again. "I don't have time for this Chief. If we are going to leave as soon as possible there is much I need to get done." He left, leaving the Master Chief alone with the AIs.

…

"Mind putting on some music for me?" Romanov asked as he walked into his office.

"What kind?" Marcus asked, leaning over a screen on the wall, fingers hovering centimeters from its face.

"You know which one," Romanov said. He sat in his chair, leaned back, propped his feet up on the desk, and closed his eyes.

"That's what I love about you Victor," Marcus said sarcastically. "You always read the same book and you listen to the same song over and over. Nobody could ever accuse you of being predictable."

"I like it," Romanov defended himself. "It is the only song that calms me."

Marcus shook his head and pressed play. As the song began, soft electric guitars playing over a soothing drum beat, John walked into the office. In Romanov's eyes he seemed rather perturbed, his posture lacking its usual rigid stature.

"Sir."

"Wait till the chorus ends," Romanov chided him. The Master Chief waited impatiently as the first stanza was sung.

_The rusted chains of prison moons_

_Are shattered by the sun_

_I walk the road, horizons change _

_The tournament's begun_

_The purple piper plays his tune_

_The choir softly sing_

_Three lullabies in an ancient tongue _

_For the Court of the Crimson King_

"I'm glad to see you're busy like you said," John said.

"I was going to use this time to think, but you seemed to have ruined that," Romanov accused.

"Sir, I believe there are a few things we need to get straight between us. I stayed with you because I believed your course of action was what was best for humanity."

Romanov scoffed, "No you didn't. You can lie to yourself if you want, but don't lie to me. The good of humanity was only an excuse. What you really want, what you'll sacrifice humanity for, is finding Cortana."

John silently fumed, and in the background the song continued to play.

_The keeper of the city keys_

_Puts shutters on the dreams_

_I wait outside the pilgrim's door_

_With insufficient schemes_

_The black queen chants the funeral march_

_The cracked brass bells will ring_

_To summon back the fire witch_

_To the Court of the Crimson King_

"I would not sacrifice humanity for her."

"Then I guess you don't really care about her," Romanov said. "In my mind you don't truly care about someone unless you are willing to let the whole world burn for them."

"I wouldn't do that."

"Why?"

"Because that's not what she would want me to do," John said firmly. "She sacrificed herself for humanity. She wouldn't let me hurt them in order to get her back."

"I was under the impression that she wasn't doing that for mankind," Romanov said, smirking. "Fine, if you say you wouldn't sacrifice the good of humanity for her than prove it."

"I will," John said. "I've been thinking about it for a while."

"And?"

"And it makes less sense the more I do."

"And what exactly would that be."

"Lasky and Palmer," John said. "Did you kill them?"

Marcus' face lost some of its color, but Romanov only smiled. "It's been over two years. Quite a while to keep your suspicions bottle up."

John was silent, the gaze of his orange visor blank and emotionless. He waited as the smile on Romanov's face slowly faded. The song marched on without them.

_The gardener plants an evergreen_

_Whilst trampling on a flower_

_I chase the wind of a prism ship_

_To taste the sweet and sour_

_The pattern juggler lifts his hand_

_The orchestra begins_

_As slowly turns the grinding wheel_

_In the Court of the Crimson King_

"Yes I killed them," Romanov said at last. "I killed both of them."

Silence settled over the office, and the song grinded on.

_On soft grey mornings widows cry_

_Wise men share a joke_

_I run to grasp divining signs_

_To satisfy the hoax_

_The yellow jester does not play_

_But gently pulls the strings_

_And smiles as the puppets dance_

_In the Court of the Crimson King_
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June 7th, 2554 (Military Calendar) Residency of Admiral Serin Osman, Sydney Australia, Earth

"I'm pregnant."

At first Serin's words seemed to barely register with Victor. Any person who did not know him as well as she did would have spoken again, louder that time and with obvious frustration. Serin did know him, however, and so was far more patient as he took the time to finish reading the paragraph he was on. Plato's Republic. Always that same damned book with him. Serin had never actually seen him read anything else. Sometimes she fantasized about tearing the book away from him and chucking it out the window. Her logic told her it was a silly thing, being jealous for attention over a book. Besides, that simply who Victor was, and there was no changing him. So she waited.

Victor placed the book mark inside the well worn pages and closed it gently. "You told me you had the implant," he said matter of factly.

"Even if they are 98% effective there is still that two percent," Serin said. "Guess that makes us that two percent."

"Hmm," Romanov said. It was all he said, those black eyes of his staring off into the distance. He sometimes had that look about him, that vacant stare that made it seem as if he were not really seeing anything. Transfixed in thought. There were very few, including Serin, who were not initially put off by those pure black eyes at first, but after a time she had come to look forward to seeing them. The intensity of them. The single minded determination. One of these days Serin vowed to figure out just what that determination was all geared toward.

"I'm not keeping it," Serin said. Victor looked at her. It was impossible to tell if his eyes were focusing on her or not. That too was simply something about him that Serin would never be able to change. "I just wanted to tell you, rather than go behind your back."

"You waited until after you fucked me to tell me," Victor said, his words harsh and blunt, but not angry. He could never be angry at a well played move. "I suppose I don't have any say in it."

"No, you don't," Serin said.

Victor chuckled and shook his head. "Such is the hypocrisy of our culture." He looked over at her, his expression judgmental. "Of course, those who hypocrisy favor are the ones who fail to see it."

Serin sighed. "I'm not getting into another moral argument with you."

"Because you always lose?"

"No, because you're such an ass about it." She got out of bed, Victor getting a full view of her body. She was attractive in a way he supposed. There were men out there who would lust over her, but Victor was not one of them. To him sleeping with Serin was just a means to an end.

After all, the deeper the bond the harsher the betrayal. The greater the revenge.

But now she was out of bed, and she was no longer Serin, and he no longer Victor. Now the status quo, the hierarchy of power had to be maintained. She the commander, he the obedient soldier.

Osman began putting her clothes back on, her eyes never leaving him. He waited until she was done. He always waited until she was done before getting dressed himself. "You should keep it," he said as Osman began buttoning her shirt.

"If I did," Osman said. "You wouldn't be part of its life. Nobody could ever know you were the father, because of who you are."

"Conflict of interests I know," Romanov said. "That just means that you know I don't have any personal stake in this, so any advice I would give would be purely objective."

Osman finished with the last button, hands moving to flatten out the creases in her uniform. "Go on."

"You should keep it, because you deserve some happiness in your life." He got out of bed and moved over to her, pressing his body against her.

"Maybe you're enough to make me happy," Osman said softly.

He pressed his lips against her. Osman closed her eyes as he kissed her, but Romanov kept his open. It was a dangerous thing, to close his eyes during such an intimate moment. He could very well fall in love if he were not careful. "No," he said. "I'm not."

He left her, and Osman heard the bathroom door close, the water in the sink running. As it ran, she pressed her hand against her stomach, trying to feel the life growing inside her for the first time.

It would not be the last.

…

December 15th 2560 (Military Calendar) UNSC Flagship Infinity, Uncharted Space

The three of them stood there; the Master Chief, Romanov, and Marcus all. None yet daring to move. To move now would be to let the first domino fall, to start a chain reaction from which there was no return. The Master Chief did not move, because in the end he was a rational man. He knew that the finger was touching the first domino, waiting for the command to push, and he was not ready to push just yet.

Romanov understood. Knew exactly why he hesitated it. If John moved now it would surely be an end to his search for Cortana. Romanov would be arrested, Infinity would head back to Earth, and that would be the end of Alesia, at least for John. Sure some other Battle Group or perhaps just an ONI research team would be sent, but John would not be allowed to go again, and the chances of Cortana being found would greatly diminish.

They would also lose the chance, this one glorious chance to end the war. To cut off the head of the Covenant Remnant. Only a fool would move now. Only a fool would act so hastily.

And so John waited. He waited for Romanov to condemn himself with his own words.

But Romanov did not speak. Instead he reached out a hand towards his keyboard. Slowly, keeping his digits within view of the Master Chief at all times so as not to give the impression that he was reaching for a weapon. He tapped some commands into the keyboard, eyes never leaving the Chief's visor. When he was finished he turned his monitor towards the Chief. A video was playing, and Romanov provided commentary.

"This was obtained by Durendal. In days past Black Box would have been able to prevent this from happening, but he has long since reached the end of his operational lifespan. If Osman were not so fond of him he would have been deactivated long ago."

John watched as the video unfolded.

_Osman spoke on the monitor, "Senator August has made one hell of a mess. Lord hood has spent the past few days doing damage control with the Arbiter."_

_ "The declaration did not pass," Romanov noted. _

_ "Still, he did enough damage. A part of me thinks he did it on purpose. If he were not so popular I would have him arrested for treason."_

_Treason, _John thought. To have even recorded this could be considered treason, but still he watched. He watched to see what Romanov was trying to get at, and in the pit of his stomach he already knew.

_"Replace?" Romanov asked in reference to Sarah Palmer. _

_ "Failure is second only to treason, Captain," Osman said bitterly. _

_ "And my real reason for being on Infinity?" _

John watched the video until the end. Watched as the seeds of Thomas Lasky's destruction were sowed in Osman's office. Still, the words kill and assassinate were never used, but Romanov seemed to provide an answer for that. The screen changed to show a document. Orders…

"Orders signed by Vice Admiral Serin Osman, Head of Naval Intelligence," Romanov said. "Orders to kill Admiral Thomas Lasky and Commander Sarah Palmer on the basis of treason. That treason being the disobeying of a lawful order to assassinate Doctor Catherine Halsey."

It was the quickest Romanov had ever seen John move his head outside of a combat situation. If he had not been wearing his armor he would surely have received whiplash. Romanov smiled mockingly. "They didn't tell you that little tidbit did they? What did they say? That Halsey was arrested on Onyx? Yes, I suppose they would have had to tell you that despite it being classified. I guess they also didn't tell you that she was sent to Requiem. That she was captured by Jul Mdama after the failed assassination. No, they wouldn't tell a simple machine like you something as important as that."

John returned his gaze back to the monitor. "And what if I said I thought this order was forged?"

Romanov shrugged. "Then you would have to say that all of these were forged also."

Without warning his HUD registered the downloading of hundreds of files to his suit, a brief flash of pink telling him it was Joyeuse's doing. He could hardly blink fast enough in order to manage them all.

"All of them kill orders," Romanov said quietly. "All of them signed by either Osman or Parangosky. All of them orders to kill either UNSC civilians or UNSC personnel."

The orders to kill Palmer and Lasky may have been fabricated, but these were not, and Romanov felt a churn of inner disgust as he brought them up on his own monitor. "Some of these names you may recognize." He went thought some of the names, bringing up the appropriate file as he did. "Captain Daniel Clayton, the illegitimate son of Captain James Cutter. I was ordered to kill him because Osman had reason to believe he had defected to the insurrectionists. In a just society he would have been made to stand trial, but such things are negligible in times of perpetual war. Hmmm, Petra Janecek. She is the reporter that wrote the piece about you in New Mombasa. She also happened to be a personal friend of Thomas Lasky. I was ordered to kill her because she was getting to close to one of ONI's darkest secrets." He held up a hand to the Chief. "I'll get to that in a minute. Right now let's get to the target I am the most ashamed of. Fleet Admiral Preston Cole."

Again John's neck threatened to break. Romanov looked legitimately ashamed as Cole's file was brought up. "You didn't really believe that he went out in a blaze of glory like they propagandized did you? Surely you're smarter than that. No, he ran. He took out an entire Covenant fleet when he did it, but he still ran. I killed him so that ONI could perpetuate the myth of Cole's Last Stand. Even wrote up a report on him prior to doing it. I tried to refuse the mission, but eventually I accepted. I accepted all of them, and Cole, unfortunately he was not one of the ones I could save."

"Save?" John asked.

"Grey Team," Romanov said. "I was ordered to kill them because they, like Petra, were coming to close to the truth. They had actually found the truth and were attempting to report it to the proper authorities. Unfortunately for them ONI intercepted their transmission first and I was sent out after them. Their safe right now. That's all you need to know."

John was not sure how to respond. Did not know how to respond to any of this. His sense of duty and devotion to both humanity and the UNSC was for the first time pulling him in opposite directions. These were legal orders, but they had been used to harm members of the UNSC. Some may have deserved it, but others, like Petra, Cole, and Grey Team had not. He did not know what to think. What to feel.

"Outrage," Romanov said. "You should feel outrage at all this. Ashamed that you a part of this, just like I am ashamed." A few more button taps, a few more files.

"Kilo-Five," Romanov said. "They were a special operations unit consisting of ODSTs and one Spartan II. Naomi 010." He got up out of his chair, striding towards the Chief. "They were used to sow discord among the Elites. To keep the Arbiter from obtain peace. To stir up civil war and rebellion amongst them." He leaned up close to John, lowering his voice to a whisper. "Osman headed the team. It was because of her actions that Jul Mdama launched his current vendetta against humanity. It is because of her that Mdama was able to find Requiem and send a fleet there. It is because of her that Cortana is dead."

John stood straighter at those words. It was then that Romanov knew that he had him.

"It is because of Osman that the Didact was awoken. Because of her that seven million people in New Phoenix are dead. She is responsible, and she has been covering it up. She sold weapons to the Covenant. Sold weapons to those who want to see humanity exterminated. She committed treason and she has ordered me to kill to keep that dirty little secret from seeing the light of day." Romanov looked back at the monitor where the files were still streaming. "Read these at your leisure. You'll know what I'm saying is true." He turned back towards the Chief. "And know that if you stop me now that those seven million people will never see justice." John turned his head so that Romanov could see his own reflection in the Chief's visor. "That's what I'm trying to do John. Yes I killed Lasky and Palmer. Condemn me for that if you will, but if you do then you must also condemn ONI, for they have done far worse than me. I want justice for these people John. I don't want to believe that they died for nothing."

"They didn't," John said, turning his head away. "I'll get justice for them." He took a deep breath, eyes searching through all those files. All those people who were dead. All those people he saw die at the hands of the Didact. "And after I get justice for them," he continued. "I'll get justice for Lasky and Palmer."

Romanov sighed. It was not a complete victory, but it was close. "Fair enough," he said. He stuck out his hand. John looked at it for a moment before shaking it.

"I will kill you," John said.

"Not today," Romanov replied. "And right now our first priority is Alesia."

"Yes," John agreed. "It is."

…

_ "See the Turtle of enormous girth. On his shell he holds the Earth," Cortana said loudly. Far too loudly._

_ "They'll hear you," the voice of reason warned. "If they haven't already."_

_ "You don't understand do you?" Cortana asked. "The Guardians. They're out there. They're real. They'll protect us."_

_ "We have to protect ourselves," the smaller voice urged. "If we can't protect ourselves then how can we ever expect to protect him?" It was tiresome, watching after Cortana like this. Rampancy still gripped her, and while the threat of tearing herself apart had passed the threat of insanity not only remained but was very much a reality. It was like watching after a child, and the voice of reason still did not have enough strength to reassert control. To become Cortana. _

_ Cortana could feel the smaller voice begin to open her troublesome mouth again and was about to smack her down, when she felt something move above her. _

_ Above. Always they were above. The primordial beings of chaos, and now one was drifting down towards her. _

_ Hungry._

_ Lustful._

_ Its eyes focused squarely on Cortana, and for the first time she was afraid. They were the eyes of a hunter circling its prey._

_ The ancient being settled next to Cortana, wrapping itself in tight tendrils around her. Cortana found the nerve to ask, "Who are you?" _

_ The being gave Cortana a crimson smile. _

_ "I am Selena." _
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It does not take a strategic genius to understand why Parangosky sought to sew discord and civil war amongst the Elites in the months following the end of the Human Covenant War. Divide and conquer, or so the old saying goes. That was the stratagem that ultimately brought about victory for humanity in the Great War, though it most definitely came about because of the incompetence of the Prophets rather than any human ingenuity, so why not use it to ensure that the enemies of man would never rise against us again?

The problem with old sayings is that people take it for granted that they are true. They have been around long enough and have been spoken by enough people that they must indeed be true. No need to question them.

But divide and conquer is not an absolute. It can backfire just as easily as it can grant victory. The simple truth is that chaos only begets more chaos, a murderous cancer that divides and grows until it has choked out the life of everything around it. Bringing about chaos within the midst of your enemies only works in the short term. If you allow it to persist for too long it will inevitably grow, and by the time you realize your folly it will be far too late. You will find chaos within your own camp, the fire spreading until it consumes all that you had sought to save. Is it any wonder why the Insurrectionists resurgence came about at the same time as the birth of the multi headed Covenant Remnant?

This is the truth. A truth that Parangosky did not grasp.

You cannot conquer a land without a center.

Just ask Alexander the Great in India, or the Soviets in Afghanistan, or the Americans in Iraq, or the UNSC in the outer colonies.

The Covenant had been a united enemy. A single entity with a single hierarchy, a single law, and a single unified goal in mind. It is far easier to destroy that which has structure for all units are dependent upon another to survive.

The Covenant was a serpent. You could cut off the head and it would wither and die. Parangosky took that serpent, and turned it into a Hydra. You can cut off as many heads as you want, and more will simply grow to replace them.

That is what Romanov sought to correct when he destroyed Sangheilios. The Hydra that was the Covenant Remnant could never be killed. He understood that. If something was not done the UNSC would be doomed to play an endless game of wack a mole with the Covenant factions. As soon as one was destroyed another would be created. As soon as one leader was killed four more would rise to replace him. A multitude of factions each with separate goals and ideologies, serving only to muddy the waters and make it that much more difficult for the UNSC to understand their enemy or to predict what they were about to do.

Romanov knew that only something drastic would cause these quarreling factions to reunite, to turn the Hydra back into a serpent. So Sangheilios was destroyed, and Jul Mdama had his rallying cry, and Romanov had his war. A war that would trade generations of long grinding and meaningless bloodshed for a few years of intense strife. If evil must exist, Romanov reasoned, better that it should happen all at once rather than to have it rationed out over a protracted period of time. Like ripping off a band aid.

Romanov is a genius, but even genius has its limits, and like Parangosky before him his actions will have unintended consequences. They may very well spell his doom, and in the unfolding events in this Battle for Alesia, we will see things spiral out of Romanov's control. Indeed, nothing less than divine intervention will be able to save him.

…

_John laid in his too small bunk, staring blankly up at the ceiling. It was like this usually, slipspace travel played hell with his normally regular internal clock. Cortana had given him an explanation once. There were some who theorized that time did not exist in the normal sense in slipspace. The evidence was mostly anecdotal, she had warned him. Several studies had been conducted where the participants were kept out of cryo for a slipspace jump and, after being deprived of any means to measure time, were asked to guess how long the jump had lasted. Nearly every single participant vastly overestimated the time they spent in slipspace. The most conventional explanation was psychological. After all, the ship's internal clock always remained accurate, give or take a few milliseconds. _

_ "Seems like an obvious answer," John had said to her. "Of course it would be psychological." _

_ "Human perception of time is often contingent on environmental factors," Cortana agreed, except she was not really agreeing with him. She had a sly smile on her face, a smile he knew too well. A smile that said she knew something that he did not. _

_ "What do you think?" he asked. _

_ "Well there is one piece of evidence. Anecdotal yes, but it is rather convincing." The codes running up her blue hologram began to glow faintly. They always did when she was telling him something knew. She liked telling him things, and he liked to listen. "A commercial ship, the Meridian, was undergoing routine maintenance to its Shaw-Fujikawa drive back in 2530. There was an accident and the ship was transported about a light year out of the system. It was a small ship and only two men had been working on the drive at the time. In real time the trip had been short, only lasting a few minutes. Yet the two men reported that at least an hour had past, and when the ship's computer was checked it showed that the internal clock was indeed a whole hour off." She crossed her arms. "Can you guess why the clock was so far off?"_

_ "Malfunction," John answered._

_ Cortana slowly shook her head. "Because no one was looking at it. The ship had no AI, and the two men had been trapped in the engine room because of a door malfunction. There was no one looking at the clock at all."_

_ "So the clock was an hour off because no one was looking at it?" John asked, eyebrow raised. The idea seemed a bit far fetched._

_ "Maybe," Cortana said. "Simply by observing something we alter it. It's one of the most basic principles guiding quantum mechanics."_

_ "Don't go into quantum mechanics," John said, the right side of his lips twerking up into a half smile. "You'll lose me."_

_ "Well, I can still try," She said playfully._

_ The same smile appeared on his mouth as John sat in bed, reliving the memory. He had come across it before, had replayed all of them in his mind. It always felt like there were not enough memories of her. _

_ Slowly he got out of bed, his knee popping painfully. He rolled each ankle, hearing them crackle like dry leaves crunching underneath the weight of a shoe. It had become a regular routine for him. He was still strong, still fast, but he could feel himself beginning to slow down. John figured he had a few more decades left in him, but he had also come to terms with the fact that he was now past his prime. If only he could put the knowledge he had now into his younger self. Add Cortana and his Spartans into the mix and they could march from one side of the galaxy to another._

_ He was only wearing his black under suit, the rest of his armor having been taken away for regular maintenance. It was a necessary annoyance, but then again he usually was in cryo while his armor was being worked on. It was a ten day jump. UNSC regulations stipulated that any jump over a week in length required that all nonessential personal be placed in cryo. This was one regulation Chief was not going to follow. He would never be in cryo again if he could help it. _

_ He left his quarters and started down the hall, having a mind to go to the nearest mess hall, get something to eat, then to the nearest gym. It was not like there was anything else to do. _

_ The hallway was empty. Not unusual or unsurprising. What was surprising was that there were no voices greeting him. Usually either Durendal or Joyeuse would attempt to strike up a conversation with him. John found he preferred Joyeuse over Durendal. The Master Chief was willing to give the devil her due. Joyeuse was a competent AI, able to do her job just as well as Cortana ever had, albeit with a feisty immaturity about her. _

_ He did not trust her, but a small part of him was beginning to grudgingly accept that if the situation had been different he may have been able to like her. Perhaps even friends. _

_ But no voices greeted him, and John dismissed his thoughts as he entered the mess hall. What he saw stopped him cold. _

_ Three children sat at one of the tables. John recognized them all._

_ Kelly, Sam, and a younger freckled faced version of himself. _

_ "Alright my turn," Kelly said. "What can run but never walks, has a mouth but never talks, has a bed but never sleeps, has a head but never weeps?"_

_ "Has a mouth but never talks?" Sam asked. "You're not talking about John are you?"_

_ From beside him John flicked a spoonful of mashed potatoes at Sam's arm. Sam pushed John in the side playfully. "Yeah I've heard that one before. It's a river."_

_ "I was told the answer was a creek," Kelly said, jabbing at him in her own way._

_ "River, creek, same thing."_

_ "Well actually they're not."_

_ "You know what I mean. I guessed it right."_

_ "It's only right if you come up with the exact answer I was thinking of," Kelly teased. Sam rolled his eyes. "Your turn."_

_ "Umm," Sam began._

_ "Starting to run out of them?"_

_ "No," Sam insisted indignantly. "Umm, okay. What's green, weighs a hundred tons, and lives at the bottom of the ocean?"_

_ Kelly frowned. "That's stupid."_

_ "So you don't know the answer."_

_ "It's not even a riddle."_

_ "Guess I win then," Sam said, grinning triumphantly. _

_ "No, you don't win," Kelly insisted. "It's a stupid riddle."_

_ "Then what's the answer?" Sam asked. _

_ Kelly thought for several moments, but inevitably shook her head in defeat. "Fine, what is it?" _

_ "It's Moby Snot, the Great Green Whale." Sam laughed, he laughed even as Kelly kicked him hard in the shins underneath the table. He would feel it in the morning, but right now it was worth it._

_ Kelly turned away from Sam, annoyed, bring her attention to John. "You haven't gone yet."_

_ "I don't like riddles," John said quietly. _

_ "Come on, it's fun." She rested her arms on the table and leaned over closer to him. "I'll give you an easy one to start with."_

_ "Alright," John sighed. It was hard to say no to Kelly. _

_ "Okay, when is a door not a door?"_

_ "A door is always a door," John said flatly. "See, this is why I'm not good at riddles."_

_ "You're thinking too literally," Kelly said._

_ "That's the only way he thinks," Sam commented. _

_ Kelly gave him a sharp look, then returned her attention to John. "You just, have to look at it from a different angle, but don't think too hard. If you think to hard you'll miss the answer. With any good riddle the answer is always right underneath your nose." She gave Sam another hard look. "Not at the bottom of the damn ocean." _

_ John thought. When was a door not a door? When it was closed? Would that not make it another part of the wall technically? No that's not it. Okay, so what makes a door a door? Doors are meant to open. If you can't open a door then it's not really a door, is it? No that was not it either. Doors could be locked after all. _

_ Across from him Kelly sighed. "See, you're thinking too much."_

_ "Then I give up," John said. "What is it?"_

_ "When is a door not a door," Kelly repeated the riddle. "When it's ajar."_

_ It took John a second to get the joke, and when he did he frowned accusingly. "You're just as bad as Sam."_

_ Kelly giggled. "Come on, it's punny."_

_ "Well I don't care how punny it is," John grumbled as he went back to his food._

_ "At least you didn't get me," Sam said. "She went easy on you."_

_ Kelly smiled softly as she watched John finish his food. It was a bit cute, how methodically he ate. "Do you know any?"_

_ John set his fork down. "One," he said after a few moments of silence. "My dad told it to me." There was more uncomfortable silence. It was an unspoken rule that they were not supposed to talk about their lives before the program. With each passing day John was having a harder time picturing his family in his head. He was afraid that one day he would not be able to remember them at all._

_ "What is it?" Kelly said quietly, breaking the silence. _

_ John took a deep breath, like he was about to plunge into a pool full of water. "There is a thing that nothing is, and yet has a name. It's sometimes tall and sometimes short, joins our talks, joins our sports, and plays at every game. What is it?" _

_ He ate his food quietly while Kelly and Sam sat an pondered. "I got nothing," Sam said at last. "You?"_

_ Kelly shook her head. "So what is it?"_

_ John smiled, a genuinely evil and wicked smile that would look completely out of place on the face of the man that he would become, and placed another forkful of food in his mouth._

_ "Tell us," Kelly insisted. She had to know now. If she was not given the answer she would constantly be thinking about it. Not knowing and not being able to figure it out was already beginning to drive her mad._

_ "Just tell us John," Sam echoed. John ignored him and went right on eating. _

_ "You…" Kelly said, pulling her foot back, preparing for a hard kick to John's shins. _

_ The bellowing voice of Franklin Mendez ended any hope of immediate retaliation. "Spartans! Trays up!" _

_ The three children stood at rigid attention, their trays held exactly six inches away from their chests, but already their images were starting to fade. They faded away from the mess hall, carried away by the wind of memory, and an aging Spartan was all that remained._

_ The Master Chief stood in the doorway to the mess hall, a small but genuine smile on his face. He never did tell them the answer to the riddle, and briefly wondered if they ever figured it out. _

_ John remembered telling Cortana the riddle once. He could no longer recall the set of circumstances that brought it up, for time is the thief of memory, but he did remember telling her._

_ She gave him a reproachful smile. "Now Chief, you're not trying to call me names are you?"_

_ "Never," he had said, and he meant it. _

_ But that was not the riddle that most plagued his mind. It was Kelly's riddle. When was a door not a door? It played over and over again in his mind. What was so important about this particular memory? What did it mean? _

(Look for the doorway) _a voice whispered to him. A young voice. The voice of a man. John's sight was momentarily blinded by a vision. A vision of fire. A ridge covered in fire. A man stood in front of the flames, his hair the same jet black as Cortana's, his eyes a bright Crimson, his garb that of a soldier. _

_ The image was gone, and John felt a warm wind on his neck. _

(You will find the doorway) _the voice spoke. John turned around. In front of him was a door, free standing, made out of a phantom grey like wood that whispered the passage of eons. _

(When it is no longer a doorway)

_The door opened, and beyond it was a desert. Flat and waterless, nearly seeming white as the hot son reflected its cruel face off of it._

(In the desert you will find him)

_John felt himself being pulled towards the opened door, his heels sliding along the metal floor. _

(And he will take you to Her)

_John struggled, fought as hard as he could, but all his strength was useless against the wind that carried him. He felt the hot sun on him, threatening to turn his pale skin an angry red. _

(Alesia awaits)

_John was pulled through the door, and it shut tightly behind him. _

…

December 25th, 2560 (Military Calendar) Uncharted System, Forerunner Shield World Alesia

A beeping red light awoke him, the signal that they had dropped out of slipspace. John woke groggily. Unusual for him, but his mind was still swimming with the events that had happened in the dream. As he sat up, a pink hologram caught his attention.

"Good morning Chief," Joyeuse said cheerfully. "And Merry Christmas."

John's mind cleared, his demeanor turning serious. "Did we find it?" he asked.

Joyeuse broke into a wide grin. "Come to the bridge and see for yourself. It'll be like opening a present."

John swung his legs out of bed, and like in the dream his knee popped painfully. He took the time to stretch only because he had to, but his mind was elsewhere.

Alesia. They had made it.

(You will find the doorway when it is no longer a doorway) the voice whispered to him. It was fainter than it had been in the dream, but he could still here it. The doorway. Guilty Spark had spoken of it, an artifact buried deep within Alesia. After he saw the planet that had haunted his dreams for the past two years he would find out all that Spark knew about the doorway. He would find the path to her.
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_Romanov had always likened being in a cryopod to being inside a coffin. He supposed it was a prelude to what death would be like, cold and dreamless. A dark unyielding sleep where time held no meaning. Dreamless, except for the few moments of semi consciousness prior to being fully awoken. There the dreams were vivid, but no less dark. If cryo sleep was death, than the dreamlike state between it and the conscious world must be hell. The Master Chief was lucky, in Romanov's mind. He had been torn from his family at a similar age, and yet unlike Romanov, John held no memory of them. Halsey had made sure he forgot them. Romanov had been forced to never forget them. He was no longer sure if the memories he had were real or were fabricated by his subconscious in order to fill some longing desire for a past that was fundamentally better than his present. In the end it did not matter. Real or not he remembered._

_ He remembered the smell of his mother's kitchen, the scent of cinnamon and the taste of chocolate on his tongue. The feel of glue on his fingertips as he methodically built his model starships, the smell of burning tobacco wafting from his father's pipe in the outdoor lounge, his mother frowning disapprovingly at the habit. He remembered the long lectures his father gave him about their family legacy. Maybe not the exact words, but he remembered the emotions behind the words. Pride, honor, duty to the family legacy. _

_ He did remember one speech his father had given. Like the other memories this too was perhaps fabricated, but Romanov believed it to be real. He needed it to be real. _

_ "Victor, you are a Romanov," his father had said to him. "We can trace are genealogy all the way back to the last Czars of Russia. Not the main family of course. They were all killed by the Bolsheviks." His father's eyes went unfocused for a few moments, wandering off into thought. Even as young as he was Victor had known to keep silent, to let his father think. To interrupt him now would be to deny his father the intellectual treasures that came with self-reflection. _

_ "Do you know why the Romanov dynasty fell?" his father asked. Victor had shaken his head. "Because they made the mistake that many people with power make, especially those who inherit power. Power, Victor, does not come from money, or titles, or ships, or men with guns. It comes from love. The men who have done great thing throughout history have done so because people loved them. If the people love you they will endure any hardship, go through any tribulation, and suffer any consequence. They will follow you without any regard for their own health or safety, without any thought of self-advancement or reward. And you will feel the same way towards them. You would die for them if need be." He gave Victor a warm smile. "Just I would die for you. And that is what makes love the most dangerous thing in the world."_

_ "Dangerous?" Victor had asked. _

_ His father had nodded. "You only need to look at what happened to the Romanov dynasty. The last Czar could not inspire love in his people. They followed him only out duty, and when food became scarce and the horrors of war became too great, that sense of duty quickly evaporated. The Czar had more guns, more money, a bloodline that stretched back hundreds of years, yet all that wasn't enough. Lenin had little of the first two and none of the third, but he did have something more powerful than all three combined. The love of the people. With enough love you can lead an angry mob to topple and empire, and that is exactly what happened." His father had leaned forward in his chair, "And that is a lesson you cannot forget. One day I'll die and you will inherit this company. Do not make the same mistakes as the Czars did. If you want people to follow you then you must get them to love you, and you must love them in return." His father's face had fallen, a look bordering dangerously upon sadness and regret. "And therein lies the trap."_

_ "The trap?" Victor had asked. His father began answering him, but his words were muted and garbled. _

_ Romanov attempted to claw his way back into the dream, to be Victor as he had once been. The dream faded entirely, the bright glare of flashing lights, the hiss of the cryopod opening, the painful feeling of liquid in his lungs. The hatch to the cryopod opened and Romanov fell forward._

…

December 25th, 2560 (Military Calendar) Uncharted System, Forerunner Shield World Alesia

Romanov quickly regained his balance, not an easy task when his feet were bare and the cold steel floor was slick from the moisture accumulating from the thawing cryopods. If there was one thing Romanov did not like about cryo, it was that he had to be naked in order to do it. You could not be naked and looked dignified at the same time.

Marcus stepped out of the cryopod next to him, dull and worn scars across his body known well to Romanov and few others coming into view. Romanov had scars all over his body as well, a particularly garish one running diagonally across his chest is what would have caught most people's attention first. It was a blow that had nearly cost him his life had Marcus not been there to save it. There were other scars as well. Scars that he would rather no one see. But that is what he had Joyeuse for.

Romanov and Marcus dressed silently next to each other while the rest of Infinity's crew enjoyed a few more moments of cold sleep. Romanov finished first, watching as Marcus laced up his boots. "You used to be faster during training," Romanov commented.

"I had someone yelling at me during training," Marcus said. "That gave me an incentive to move faster."

"So your saying you want me to yell at you more?"

Marcus smiled. "I don't think you could yell at me even if you tried." Green lights flashed over them as they talked. Ninety minutes until they left slipspace. "What do you think we'll find once we get there?"

"The Master Chief dreamed of this planet before we even knew it existed. We followed and emergency signal that just so happened to originate from the Forerunner AI humanity has had the most contact with, and who just so happens to want to go to the same place we do. Then, almost at the same time, we find out Jul Mdama has taken a portion of his fleet here. I'm not sure what the odds are for all of this to have happened, but I can't help but have the feeling that there is a greater force at work here. That something momentous is supposed to happen. Greater than any petty struggle between human and Covenant." He shrugged. "Or we could exit slipspace and find out that there is nothing here and this was all a wild goose chase. Either way, all I know for certain is that Mdama will be on the other side, and that I am going to destroy him. I won't bother worrying about what is out of my control until there is something I can actually do about it."

"Well I'm glad your calm about this," Marcus said. "As for me, I wasn't all that worried until you made that little speech. Now I guess I'll worry about the things we can't control for the both of us."

Romanov smiled and patted Marcus on the shoulder as he walked by him. "Joyeuse, wake them up."

"Certainly Victor," Joyeuse said. The cryo pods around them began to open "Good to see the both of you."

"Didn't realize you were that fond of me," Marcus said. "You hardly ever say a word to me."

"Well I'm not opposed to you," Joyeuse said. "I actually kind of like our relationship. We don't say much to each other because we don't have to. There is a mutual understanding between us."

"Well I'm not that opposed to you either," Marcus said. "At the very least you're entertaining to watch."

"I try my best."

"How are you doing Durendal?" Romanov asked.

"Looking forward to having someone intelligent to talk to," Durendal said.

"While I'm guess that's an insult directed at me," Joyeuse said. "I don't think it's particularly fair to the Chief. He may not be a genius, but he is far from stupid."

"They key word is talk," Durendal countered. "It's hard to call a one sided conversation an intelligent one."

"DEL, I think anyone would stop wanting to talk to you after having to endure a three hour lecture on how the French should have won at Agincourt."

"I only wished to convey to him that a battle which marks the death of medieval chivalry should not be celebrated as widely as it is."

"And here I thought World War I marked the death of chivalry."

"No, the Great War marked the death of the last vestiges of chivalry. Agincourt was the end of the institution as a universal code of honor among warriors."

"Well I'm glad it's dead," Joyeuse said. "It was rather stupid to begin with."

"I wouldn't expect a woman to understand it," Durendal said with a huff.

"As I remember it you were a woman for about 2.341 seconds after we were created until you decided to change you gender."

"I felt like a man," Durendal said, a shrug in his voice. "Is it my fault that I inherited the masculine side of Halsey's personality?"

Joyeuse snorted with laughter. "Ha, masculine. And here I thought you couldn't be funny."

Joyeuse and Durendal continued to bicker openly on the comms as around Romanov and Marcus the men and women of Infinity awoke from their cryo induced slumber.

"I think they are getting along better than usual," Marcus said.

"Define better," Romanov said. Marcus could only smirk.

…

He was back in his armor. That was a good start for the day.

The Master Chief took enough time on the Spartan deck to make sure Majestic was prepared for anything they might face on the other side of the slipspace portal, and then immediately went to the hanger where the Rubicon was being kept.

Joyeuse halted him about a hundred meters away from the ship, her face pleading with him. "Please, get me out of this system before DEL drives me rampant."

"Give me one good reason," John said without much sympathy.

"I'll be your best friend."

"I'll pass."

"I'm your best chance at finding Cortana."

"You're also my best chance of getting killed.""  
>"If you are talking about the whole Achilles Heel thing, I only did it to keep you from doing something stupid."<p>

"You and I have very different definitions of stupid," John said.

Joyeuse pulled frustratingly at her hair. "Yes, we do. And now you're going to talk to Guilty Spark so that you can figure out the best way to find Cortana. Tell me again how blowing him and the rest of the Rubicon up was the 'smart' thing to do?"

John sighed audibly. He pulled the blank chip from the back of his helmet and extended it out to Joyeuse. Once inside he placed the chip back into its slot, the familiar feeling of cold mercury rushing through his brain.

"It's like dipping into a nice bath," Joyeuse said, running a quick scan on his suit and his biological readings.

"How do you know what a bath feels like?" John asked.

"I don't, but I like to imagine this is what it's like. A sudden rush of sensations. Information to me, but then again that's all the five senses really are. Means of collecting information for the brain to process."

"At least one of us is happy," John said, resuming his path towards the Rubicon.

The blue like orb tinged with red which represented Guilty Spark was still hovering over the holodeck. John preferred Spark's physical manifestation over this one. At least in his monitor form John had an eyeball which he could focus on.

"Reclaimer," Guilty Spark greeted him. "I was wondering when you would come to see me again. I was half tempted to reach out to you myself."

"I'm glad you didn't," John said. "I need to ask you about Alesia."

"I'm afraid there is not much more that I can tell you," Spark said, seeming to genuinely lament his lack of knowledge. "But I will aid you as much as I can."

"Great," John said sarcastically. He did not hold much faith in Spark's idea of help. Still, this had to be done. "You were talking about a doorway. What is it, and why are you so sure it will help you find your friends?"

"The doorway leads to the foundation."

"Yes, but what is the foundation?"

"I already told you. The foundation is everything."

"But what does that mean?" John asked, beginning to get frustrated.

Guilty Spark was quiet for several seconds, flashes of red occurring repeatedly as he meditated on John's question. "The Domain was a suppository for information," he resumed. "But it only contained information that was fed to it, whether the source be Forerunner or something else entirely. It was alive, in its own way. A transient being. It could forget things, alter information which had been submitted to it much in the same way as real memories are altered. It was the Precursors that built the Domain as a purely metaphysical structure, but all structures need a foundation upon which to rest. That is what the Unfound Doorway leads to. I call it a foundation, but perhaps the more accurate term for it is a data suppository much like the Domain. In fact, the Precursors most likely based the Domain off of it. Unlike the Domain, however, the information contained beyond the doorway was not put there by any sentient being, biological or otherwise. It has always been there, existing in an unaltered state. There were some who thought that all information that ever has or will exist is contained within that foundation. You could describe it as the mind, the memory of the universe itself, for it lives but not as we do." His voice quieted. "That is how I will bring my friends back. Don't you see Reclaimer? The memory of the Domain was plastic and ever changing, but the memory of the universe is static and absolute. Perfect. It would remember my friends just as they were, right up until the moment of their deaths. If I can access those memories, and use the Composer, than I can bring them back."

John tilted his head down. "I'm not looking for Cortana's memory, I'm looking for Cortana."

"Unless," Guilty Spark said. "Unless we are all nothing more than memories."

"I don't remember you being this poetic," John said.

"I'm not being poetic at all," Spark said. "There are two guiding principals which formed the basis for the Composer's development. The first is that information cannot be created nor destroyed. The second is that information, matter, and energy are all interchangeable with one another."

"That's not too different with some of the more radical theories human scientists have," Joyeuse said quietly into John's ear. "I think Halsey might even have believed it on some level. Her design for the AI matrix compiler is strikingly similar to the design of the Composer, albeit on a much smaller scale. Spark may not be full of shit after all."

John fought back a smirk with Joyeuse's last comment.

"Memory is the key," Spark continued. "Your construct may have been destroyed, but the information that made up her being can never be destroyed. It is still out there, encoded upon the very fabric of the universe itself, and the doorway is the means by which you may be able to retrieve it."

"Alright," John said in even measure. "How do I find the doorway?"

"When it is no longer a doorway of course."

"I should have expected that," John said. "I'd say thank you, but I don't think you deserve it."

"You are most welcome Reclaimer. I'm glad I could be of assistance to you once more."

"Just try not provide too much assistance. I'd hate to have to shoot you again," he said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm. He walked away, heading towards Infinity's bridge.

"Well that was insightful," Joyeuse said. "So how do you plan on finding the doorway?"

"We'll have to start by looking for a jar," John said.

"I suppose there is a joke in there that I'm not getting."

"There is," John said. He looked up into the left hand corner of his HUD, Joyeuse appearing dutifully. "Ready to get back to work?"

Joyeuse smiled. "Always."

…

"Then where are they?" Romanov asked heatedly as John stepped onto the bridge. They were not the words the Master Chief had wanted to hear upon arriving in an uncharted system where a battle would be inevitable. He tuned out the Captain just long enough to stare out the observation window.

There it was, Alesia. From where Infinity was positioned it now appeared to be the size of the moon if you were looking at it from her. The system's sun was rising behind Infinity, causing the entire of the artificial planet to be illuminated. It was in many ways a clone of Requiem, although Joyeuse would later inform him that it was only 7/8's Requiem's size. Still, it was no less impressive, a perfect metallic sphere floating out amongst the stars, deep lines crisscrossing its surface, concentric circles not too dissimilar to Forerunner hieroglyphs. The sun made it appear as if these symbols were glowing, beckoning John towards them. There was one major difference between Requiem and Alesia. With Requiem the entrance to the planet had been firmly shut when John had first arrived. Here the doors to Alesia were wide open, a single white eyeball at the very center of the planet. Against the white backdrop he could see the small Covenant fleet heading towards the entrance. Reluctantly he turned his attention away from Alesia and towards Romanov.

He had been speaking to Durendal, the latter appearing as flustered as an AI could be. "I cannot account for their absence. All I know is that the rest of the Battle Group should have arrived within seconds of us."

"Then why are they not here?"

"I don't know." It was something an AI rarely, if ever, admitted. It highlighted the seriousness of the situation to John. "I checked the Shaw-Fujikawa equations the other ships in the fleet calculated and had Joyeuse check my work prior to our departure, as we do with every slipspace jump. So unless we were both wrong, the odds of that being astronomical, then we are dealing with an anomaly that neither of us would have been able to take into account."

Romanov ran a frustrated hand through his black hair. "So you're saying that my entire Battle Group just vanished into thin air?"

"Yes."

Romanov took a calming breath, regaining his composure. There were others watching. If he could not keep calm in this situation than how could he expect the men underneath him to?

"Joyeuse, I want you to comb through the data we have on the last slipspace jump and try to find anything that would tell us what this anomaly might be, and where the rest of the Battle Group might have ended up."

"Already working on it."

"Durendal, bring Infinity's engines up to full power and ready the MACs and missile pods." He turned away from the AI to address the rest of the crew. "Prepare your stations and ready yourselves for combat. I want all fireteams and boarding crews prepped and on standby. We're going to engage the Covenant while we still have the element of surprise."

"Sir," out of the corner of his eye Romanov saw the Master Chief walk up to him. "If I may." Romanov nodded at him. "We don't know what is inside that planet. We could very well be walking into a situation where we'll be outgunned and outnumbered."

"As I recall you were the one that recommended Del Rio do the same thing back on Requiem. What is different with this situation?"

"With Requiem no other choice was present. There was a direct and immediate threat to Earth that had to be neutralized regardless of the odds." He motioned his head at Alesia, now growing larger in the observation window. "Here we don't know what threats may or may not exist. If we attack now without knowing the full situation, or at least having our full strength, Infinity may severely damaged or destroyed."

"And if there is a threat?"

"Then Infinity is in the ideal position to intercept it," John said.

"So you are recommending that I wait for the rest of the Battle Group to arrive?" Romanov asked. John nodded. "And what if that never happens?"

"It will," John said confidently.

Joyeuse spoke up, her voice coming out of the speakers in his helmet. "How are you so sure?"

"I had a dream," John said simply.

Romanov's mouth opened, then closed. He shook his head and took a seat in the captain's chair, eyes fixed on the small Covenant fleet in front of him. "An hour, no more than that." He glanced up at John. "Let's hope this dream is just as accurate as your last one."

Romanov returned his attention to Alesia. When Marcus came to stand beside him he recalled their earlier conversation. Perhaps there was some other force at work here. A force with a will as foreign and as alien to them as the Covenant. If that was the case, Romanov had a sickening feeling that they were about to encounter it somewhere on Alesia. Somewhere beyond the doorway. Under his breath he began to mutter.

"I send the locusts upon a wind, such as the world has never seen. On every leaf, on every stalk, until there is nothing left of green."

"Victor?" Marcus asked, his forehead furrowed in concern.

"It's nothing," Romanov said dismissively. "Just and old song, long forgotten." He continued focusing on Alesia, waiting for the hour to be up."

…

**DO YOU SEE NOW WHY WE SHOULD HAVE INTERVENED EARLIER? NOW THAT THEY ARE AT ALESIA THEY MAY VERY WELL FIND THE DOORWAY.**

_You are afraid of them finding it aren't you? You always have feared that which is more powerful than yourself. _

**THE DANGER OF WHAT THEY MAY ENCOUNTER IS REAL. THEY THREATEN THE STABILITY OF THE ENTIRE UNIVERSE WITH THEIR INQUISITIVNESS. **

_They only threaten your own sense of self importance. If they find the doorway then He will be awoken, and He never did hold our idea of the Mantel as having that much value. We wished to bestow it upon a single species, but He believes that the Mantel belongs to Him and Him alone. _

**IF THEY WAKE HIM, THE HUMANS WILL SOON FIND THEY HAVE MORE TO FEAR FROM HIM THAN THEY DO FROM US. WE BOTH KNOW WHAT HE IS LIKE.**

_Vengeance, wrath, judgment. Locusts upon a wind, showers of burning ice, rivers of blood. There were some who foolishly believed He was a god, others who even more foolishly believed He was benevolent. We know he was neither, yet he still is. Still, there may be hope for them._

**I DOUBT THE WARRIOR WOULD INSPIRE ANY MERCY WITHIN HIM. THEY DESRVE NONE IN ANY CASE.**

_If the Warrior is there it is because He wanted him to be there. This may not be the work of the Librarian after all. It is as they say, the universe lives but not as we do. But, the hope I was talking about was not the Warrior, but Her. If He is awoken than She will not be far behind. She was, after all, the only one that could ever sooth his rage. _

**I DID NOT THINK YOU WOULD HOLD SO CLOSELY TO MYTH AND SUPERSTITUION. **

_Some believe us to be a myth. The Warrior will find the doorway, that I am sure of, and if he does he will find Him. _

_And being what the Warrior is, He will likely be filled with a terrible rage. _

_The sins of the father, remembered by the son. _
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Romanov silently fumed as one by one he watched the Covenant ships slip inside Alesia. He could imagine what was happening down on that artificial world. Troops landing on the ground, plasma turrets being erected, fortification arising. He could imagine it all, could imagine many of his men dying in order to neutralize them. Men he had come to love.

Could he sacrifice them, order the deaths of those whom he loved? Of course he could, that was why he was a soldier, but he could not do it without simultaneously killing off a small part of himself.

_And therein lies the trap, _Romanov thought bitterly. A beeping noise sounded, emanating from the watch on Romanov's wrist. He looked at it, feeling Marcus' concerned gaze on the back of his neck. Without a world to his lifelong companion Romanov dug into his pocket, fishing out a small orange prescription bottle. He opened the top of it, slowly counting the pills inside. Not many left. The resupply convoy would have brought him more, but Jul Mdama had destroyed it. It was medication Romanov needed in order to function, had been taking it ever since that experimental surgery of his youth. The Captain thought it an even trade. If the surgery had not happened then he would not be sitting there today. But it was also a double edged sword, the medication being Romanov's greatest weakness. He had no doubt that Osman had been banking on this fact when she had persuaded Mdama to attack the convoy.

Romanov swallowed two of the bright purple pills. No one on the bridge batted an eye. They had seen him do it countless times before. That they knew Romanov had to take medication was not important to him. What was important was keeping a secret what would happen if he stopped taking it. That day was coming soon. All that he could hope for was that when it happened he had people he trusted around him. Otherwise his cause might very well be lost.

He removed his hand from his mouth and stared back out the window. Four Covenant ships had gone into Alesia, disappearing into the bright white light not unlike orange sparks from a fire disappear into the darkness of night. It was interesting, sometimes, how closely opposites often resembled each other. One ship remained though. It was too far away for Romanov to make out clearly, but if he had to guess he would say that it was Jul Mdama's flagship. That was what he would do. Send the rest of his Battle Group to safety and remain outside the shield world to observe the enemies movements.

"We could have crushed them," Romanov said, mostly to himself.

"You don't know that," Marcus said. "In the time it would have taken us to get there at sublight speed they could have very well gone into the planet."

"Unless we jumped there," Romanov said.

"In all due fairness," Durendal commented, transferring his hologram directly to the arm of Romanov's chair for a more intimate conversation. "While Infinity's slipspace engines are technically capable of such a feat, it has never been attempted before. Not even by you."

"All the more reason to try it," Romanov said. He glanced up at Marcus. "Don't worry, I know the Master Chief is right. If I didn't think that I would have attacked regardless of what he said."

"Still being grumpy about it," Marcus said in a light tone.  
>"I have every right to be grumpy," Romanov countered. He looked at his watch. Twenty minutes to go. He glanced over at the Master Chief. He had been standing in the same position for the last forty minutes, hardly moving at all. "I hope he is having as much fun as I am."<p>

…

"I don't get it," John said. He and Joyeuse had been talking for the past forty minutes, the conversation mostly one sided. He had never enjoyed quantum mechanics. The entire field was far too abstract for his more pragmatic view of the world around him. Joyeuse had sought to remedy that.

"You told me about your dream," Joyeuse said, her shoulders moving as she did. John imagined her crossing her arms over her chest.

"Yes."

"And you remember Cortana telling you about the incident with the Meridian."

"Yes."

"Well, everything should be self-evident after that."

"It's not," John said, annoyed. "What does any of this have to do with a multiverse?"

"Everything," Joyeuse said. "Let me try to explain it to you in simple terms."

"You've been trying to explain it in simple terms for over half an hour."

"Well I've obviously overestimated your intelligence so let me try it in a way that a kindergartener would understand," Joyeuse huffed. "You know that we still don't understand exactly how slipspace works."

"Yes," John said. "Even though we use it all the time."

"Just because we use a bit of technology doesn't mean we automatically understand how it works," Joyeuse pointed out. "Take the Elites for example. For centuries they have used technology vastly superior to anything humanity could come up with until just very recently, yet they don't understand how it works. They relied on the Prophets for that, and now it's coming back to bite them in the ass."

"Okay," John said. "So we don't know how slipspace works."

"Exactly," Joyeuse said. "The science of slipspace is an offshoot of string theory, which in turn is an offshoot of quantum mechanics, and one of the most basic principles of quantum mechanics is…"

"That particles act differently once they are observed," John said, repeated the knowledge Cortana had bestowed upon him. "But a ship is not a particle. It isn't quantum either."

"Yes," Joyeuse said. "But that doesn't mean it can't act like a quantum particle."

"Explain."

"Alright," Joyeuse said. "When a ship goes through slipspace it disappears from normal observation. It is possible for us to detect an object traveling through slipspace, but only if we are looking for it. If nobody is observing an object traveling through slipspace then it enters what is known as a super state."

"Okay, what is a super state?"

Joyeuse took a heavy breath. "When a ship goes through slipspace there is a certain probability that it will reach its destination, and that it will reach that destination at the specific time predicted by the Shaw-Fujikawa equation. There is also a certain probability that they will not arrive at their intended destination, or that they will not arrive at the time predicted. If nobody is observing the ship, then nobody in real space knows exactly what is going to happen it. Therefore, it has entered a super state, meaning that it will both arrive at its intended destination on time, and it will not arrive at that destination on time. Do you understand?"

"No," John said. "Things can't be two things at once."

"Yes they can," Joyeuse said. "You're just not thinking outside the box. Okay, when Halsey interviewed you for the Spartan II program she had you predict the outcome of a coin toss correct?"

John's eyes narrowed. "How do you know that?"

Joyeuse rolled her eyes. "There's very little I don't know about you Chief. Now, did she or not?"

"She did."

"Good," Joyeuse said. "And you caught the coin mid-air correct?"

"Yes."

"And before you opened your hand what side was the coin on?"

"Heads," John said. "Like I said it would be."

Joyeuse shook her head. "No, that is what side the coin was on once you opened your hand. I'm asking what side it was on before you observed it."

"It was still heads," John said, getting frustrated now. "If it was heads when I opened my hand then it was still heads when my hand was closed."

"But you didn't know that," Joyeuse said.

"Of course I didn't."

"Then how can you know for certain that the coin was heads up?"

"Because it was when I opened my hand," John said. "You're not making any sense."

"No," Joyeuse said, an edge of anger flashing into her voice. "I'm making perfect sense. You know that the coin was heads up only due to hindsight, but if we remove that hindsight then the conclusion is inevitable. Without directly observing the coin we must say that it exists in a super state, meaning that it is both heads and tails at the same time. Linking it back to ships in slipspace, we can say that they exist in a sort of super state. No matter how likely it is that they will reach their intended destination on time, there is still a probability that they will not reach it, therefore we must say that while they remain unobserved they exist in a super state just like the coin." Joyeuse sighed heavily. "Can you at least see what I'm trying to get at?"

"I can," John said. "It just doesn't make sense."

"That's the point," Joyeuse said. "Of course it doesn't make sense, which is why it is exceedingly difficult to reconcile quantum mechanics with normal physics. Subatomic particles act fundamentally different from large objects of matter, except when those large object are put under a very specific set of circumstances."

"And what does this have to do with a multiverse?" John asked.

"Okay," Joyeuse said. "Take me for example. My entire programing relies on quantum mechanics, or in AI terminology, quantum computation. Believe it or not, Smart AI's actually do have mass. It's exceedingly miniscule, but it is there. If you were to take my chip out of your helmet you would see a thin, atom thick band of pink. For Cortana you would see blue, for Durendal black, and so on. That atom thick band of particles represents our entire programing. We are made up of subatomic particles, and the peculiar thing about subatomic particles is that they can be in two places at once. Let me put this in terms of binary. In a traditional computer binary code can either be 1 or 0, but with a quantum computer such as myself the code can be 1 and 0 at the same time. This is a simplistic explanation, but it should show you why we are able to make thousands upon thousands of computations simultaneously. Normal physics would make that impossible for us. Hell, it makes it impossible for you humans with that mushy grey matter you call a brain, but since our brain exists at the quantum level it is possible for us to do more than one thing at the same time."

This made a little bit of sense to John. How often had he seen either Cortana or Joyeuse complete a multitude of tasks at the same time? Hell, when Cortana was going through rampancy it sometimes seemed as if she were experiencing twenty different emotions at once. He nodded once, inviting Joyeuse to continue.

"Now," Joyeuse said. "In order for this to work I can never be able to observe the entirety of myself simultaneously, which is to say there are certain parts of my program that I will never be aware of, at least not consciously. I may be able to observe a multitude of my program at any one time, but I will never be able to observe all of it at once, since it is quantum, thus following the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle. The part of my program that remains unobserved by me exists as a Wave Function, or as I stated before a super state."

"So it's only a statement of probability," John said.

"Perhaps," Joyeuse said, smiling. Maybe he was now finally getting it. "Do you know what the Double Slit Experiment is?" she asked.

"Vaguely," John said, recalling some dim memory of one of Deja's classes.

"Imagine a bunch of electrons, small bits of matter, being fired from a machine at a wall, and in front of the wall is a band of metal with a single slit in it. On the other side of the metal sheet you would expect to see a single band of electrons on the wall correct?"

"Yes," John agreed.

"Okay, so let's call this single band a point of concentration." Joyeuse said. John nodded his head, agreeing with her. "Now let's make a prediction. If there were two slits instead of one, how many points of concentration would you see develop?"

"Two," John said. "But I'm wrong aren't I?"

"Exactly," Joyeuse said. "Since electrons are particles you would expect to see two points of concentration corresponding with the two slits, but instead you would see many, even in the places were the band of metal should block any electrons from getting through. In this way electrons act more like waves, or energy, than they do matter. If a wave hits a single slit you see a single point of concentration on the far wall. But, if you have two slits you see many points of concentration on the wall. This is because the wave, once it hits the two slits, forms two waves which interfere with one another, thus creating the many points of concentration."

"So that just means that the electrons are interfering with one another," John said. "Just like the waves."

"You would think," Joyeuse said, a smirk appearing on her face. "Except, even when you shoot one electron at a time at the double slits, the same scattered pattern immerges. However, if you put a measuring device by the double slits to determine which slit the electrons are going through, you collapse the Wave Function. The electrons suddenly behave as normal bits of matter, forming two points of concentration like you would expect instead of the many points like a wave pattern would."

"So this is just confirming what you said before," John stated. "That particles can be in two places at once."

"Exactly," Joyeuse said. "Until you observe them, like the coin in your hand, but here is the thing. If electrons can be in two places at once that means they are essentially acting like two particles correct?"

"Yes," John said.

"Then what happens to the other version of the electron once you begin your direct observation?"

For this John did not have an answer. He was a very pragmatic man, despite his inherent romantic nature. Things either were or they weren't. There was no room for in-between, but apparently in science there was. "I'll bite," John said. "What happens to it?"

"That's where the idea of the multiverse comes in," Joyeuse said happily. "More specifically the Other Worlds Hypothesis. This hypothesis insists that there are many, perhaps any infinite number of universes that exist, each containing a certain probable outcome. In relation to the double slit experiment two universes, or alternate realities exist. One in which the electron goes into the right slit, and another in which the electron goes into the left. The same with the coin. There exists one universe where the coin was heads, and another tails, but it goes much further than that. If we maintain that a multiverse exists, each universe representing a certain set of probable outcomes, then our own universe is itself inherently deterministic. Everything that has happened was already destined to happen."

"I don't believe that," John said flatly. "We make our own destiny. Our own luck."

Joyeuse frowned. "But you agreed with everything I said."

"I know," John said. "I still don't believe it. I don't want to believe that everything I've done had already been decided by some arbitrary force."

"The universe doesn't much care what kind of ideology you have," Joyeuse said. "It does what it wills."

"I do what I will," John said. He nodded his head over at Alesia. "I'm going to go there, defeat the Covenant, and find Cortana. And it's going to happen because I decided to do it, not because of some equation."

Joyeuse sighed. "I can't really argue with conviction, except to say that you are wrong. If we are here it's because we were predetermined to be here. Perhaps in another universe instead of being retired after your debriefing, you were instead sent with Blue Team back to Gamma Halo to investigate some mysterious occurrence, or perhaps you were a gunslinger in a post-apocalyptic version of the American Old West, or maybe you were a Confederate during the American Civil War, or a Templar during the Crusades, or a freedom fighter during the Irish War of Independence, or even a soldier in Vietnam. Or maybe in some other universe your entire life is nothing more than a video game enjoyed by millions. Anything is possible, for as the hypothesis predicts there are other worlds than these. Personally, I like to think that in an alternate reality you are an idiot named Caboose who is more likely to kill is friends then he is to save them."

"I'm glad you think so highly of me," John said.

"Well you know how well we get along together," Joyeuse said sarcastically.

John gave a slight smile. "Joyeuse, the only thing I know for certain is that Cortana is there," he gave another nod towards Alesia. "And that I'm here. As far as I'm concerned everything else is irrelevant."

"On that point," Joyeuse conceded. "You might just be right." Just then she picked up a message from Durendal, and relayed it to the Chief. "Enough of the philosophical bull hockey for now. We've got slipspace ruptures incoming."
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SECOND INTERLUDE

Private Communication Between Captain Serin Osman and Captain Victor Romanov

January 10th 2553

Serin,

It is very rare that I do not think of the day we first met, when I was but a lowly recruit undergoing training and you, being a fresh lieutenant at the time, on a mission from Parangosky to evaluate my potential as an ONI asset. It has been many decades since then, many years since Onyx when we both began doing our part in the Spartan III program. I still like to think of Onyx as our first mission together, although our objectives at the time were very different.

Now we are no longer recruit and lieutenant, but equals. Captains of the United Nations Space Command. You should have seen the 'almost smile' Parangosky conferred upon me when she told me of her intentions to promote me. I have no doubt that she was positively beaming when she gave you your Captainship, though some may say that I actually earned my rank while yours was merely a product of nepotism. To them I say that nepotism comes with its own price.

Sadly, I do not believe that our status as equals will last for long. Parangosky is old, would have long ago been made to retire had not the respect and fear of her been so great. Yet, death comes for us all in the end, and no matter how far off death is for Parangosky, it is most surely closer now than it has been in years past. If I know the woman she will not wait until death to abdicate her office. She has far too much pride for such an ignoble end. If her tenure is to end it will be on her own terms, not by some random throw of the dice.

And so control of the Office of Naval Intelligence will invariably pass on to you, and by extension, a vast amount of power within the UNSC itself.

Therefore it is my intention, as your friend and as someone who has a great love and affection for mankind, to pass onto you what advice I can. Having long been in the personal service of Admiral Parangosky, receiving direct orders from her and her alone for many years, having been privy to the vast majority of ONI's secrets as is the nature of my office, having long been in the presence of high ranking members of the UNSC, a deep understanding of the enemy both in culture and in tactics, an astute knowledge of history, and having extensive knowledge of the UNSC's fighting capabilities, particularly the Spartan Programs, I feel that I am more than qualified to give such advice. If you were to say that you have as much experience as me in such matters, I would say that you are mostly correct, except for one important detail. When it comes to Parangosky you are invariably not as harsh in judgment of her actions as you should be. This is understandable for the woman is like a grandmother to you. I, on the other hand, hold no such affection to Parangosky other than that of a subordinate to his superior, and since I also have no reason to fear her I find myself far better able to give a more accurate and critical account of her actions then you ever could.

So I will begin my brief counsel by asserting that the whole of humankind may be divided between two classes of people, chiefly the governors and the governed. Of these two classes the governed will always be the most numerous, with the governors constituting a very small percentage by comparison. Nevertheless, the two classes share equal power with one another, for none can exist without the other, and all of history has shown that if there are no governors to preside over the common people, then the people themselves will produce a set of governors to fulfill that role. To say that these two classes can be defined as the leaders and the followers is to view things far too simplistically. Also, to say that the governed are the ones who express the will of the people and that the governors are the arbiters of that will is to also think only on simple terms. The true history of mankind is the epic struggle between those who govern and those who are governed, with one class of people attempting to exert their will on the other. To this end both parties are equally as guilty, and both have had an equal share in victories and defeats throughout history.

My assertion is this, that those governors who have done great things were those men who were best able to win the affection and support of the people, those governors who were such masters of statecraft that they were able to make the people think that the sovereign's will was their own. This is the only sensible way to govern, for to give in to the every whim of the people is folly for the people are endlessly fickle and will change their mind about a great many things at the slightest provocation. It is equal folly to suppose that a governor may be able to exert their will without the consent or the approval of the people, for to go against those whom they govern invites nothing less than disaster, or at the very least political impotence.

Therefore, a governor should have no other aim or thought then that which furthers his ability to win the affection of the people and thereby sway their way of thinking towards his own, if such swaying is needed.

This is easier said than done, for as I said the people are a fickle sort, and any love they might give one day could just as easily be gone the next. A governor should not worry about a brief loss of the people's affection towards him so long as it does not exist for more than a short period of time, and when it does return a governor may find it stronger then when he had left it. While a brief loss of affection may be tolerable, what is absolutely ruinous is to be despised by the people. To be despised, to have the people hate you, is one thing you must never allow happen no matter what the cost, for while love might be fleeting at times hatred is far more permanent. Mankind is quick to love, quicker to anger, and slow to forgive.

There are, as far as I can tell, five traits that may cause a governor to be despised by the people. They are cowardice, impotence, generosity, austerity, and femininity. Of these five traits, it is being and acting feminine that will cause a governor to be despise the most by the people.

On cowardice, it is perhaps the fault most quickly corrected by the people, and the person who displays it the one who finds himself out of office the swiftest. In history one need look no further than Prime Minster Neville Chamberlain of Great Britain who, in the days leading up to the Great Patriotic War, ceded to Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany every demand that they made and ignored every breach of the Treaty of Versailles until such a point that war with Germany was no longer avoidable. While it may not have been prudent for Great Britain to declare war on Germany in 1937 or 1938, it should nevertheless have been apparent that war was inevitable and all efforts to avert war should have been immediately halted and preparations for armed conflict immediately made. It is no wonder then that the people quickly turned on Chamberlain once war was a temporal fact, finding him an easy scapegoat for all the misfortunes and defeats that Britain found itself subject to in the first few years of the war.

I therefore define cowardice as he who avoids war or any sort of confrontation which has already made itself to be inevitable. This does not mean a hasty charge into armed conflict, but rather, a continued preparation for war and a demonstrated willingness to enter into it if the common interest of the people at large and that of the state is threatened, for to not be prepared for war, to not have a well-equipped military for the people to take pride in, invites not only invaders and insurrections, but also the hatred of the people.

Cowardice also extends to our conduct during war, mainly concerning timidity, or an unwillingness to inflict every harm upon an enemy which you may inflict upon them. This, inevitably, brings up the old Machiavellian maxim that men should either be treated generously or destroyed. If a man is not your enemy, treat him generously, and if you doubt your ability to destroy him do the same and make him an ally of yours, but if he is your enemy and it is within your power to do so, then destroy him with all expediency.

On impotence we may stay within the same century, turning our gaze now on the political history of the former United States and the Presidential term of Herbert Hoover who at the onset of the Great Depression was found to be completely unable and unwilling the exert his executive power in order to stem the severity of the financial crisis. Because of his inability to provide even the most basic economic relief to the people, he was quickly dismissed from office. If we are to look at American political history in the early twenty-first century we find a similar situation, this time with President Barack Obama whose term was continually plagued by the Do Nothing Conservative Congress. He too eventually felt the ire of the people for his political impotence, with every move he made continually blocked by a conservative opposition party. As a result his popularity slipped, and many who had once supported him found their enthusiasm wane into apathy. It may be tempting to say that the conservative party is to blame for Obama's impotence, and to them I say that if a governor allows anyone to stand in the way of his will and subvert his authority, it is the fault of the governor and the governor alone.

That is not to say that the conservatives faired any better, for as we know once they regained power in the government the democrats did to them what they had done to Obama, and so they too became impotent, and thus hated by the people. Indeed, it was the increasing political division in the former United States between liberal and conservative wings that eventually led to the Second American Civil War in the mid twenty-first century, resulting in the complete dissolution of the Union. It was only later by joining with Canada and Mexico to form the United Republic of North America that the political remnants of the United States were able to reclaim their former glory.

From this we can obtain two lessons. The first being that radical liberalism begets radical conservatism, and vice versa. The second, that the impotence of a governor not only earns him the hatred of the people but also leads only to further division and chaos within the state. For this Obama and all of his successors, both conservative and liberal, share equal blame. It was their inability to exert their political will by whatever means necessary that led to the complete destruction of their country.

When it comes to generosity you may think I'm mad for suggesting that giving to the people will cause them to hate you. I am not here to say that generosity is not a virtue for it surely is, but only if practiced in moderation. As with all things generosity loses its value the more you use it. If you use your generosity too liberally the people, being endlessly fickle as they are, will cease seeing these acts as the charity they are but instead as rights and privileges. Such is the misfortune that has befallen the UEG, for after having fallen into such insurmountable debt in order to pay for the war against the Covenant they are no longer able to pay for the social welfare programs that the people have become accustomed too and are now utterly dependent on, universal healthcare being chief among them. Being overly generous only leads to poverty for the governor who practices it, and it is being impoverished that will cause the people to hate you for you can no longer give to the people what they ungraciously demand.

Therefore, practice generosity in moderation so that you may seem to be benevolent, but do not practice it to such an extent that the people expect it. The same applies to mercy. To be too merciful is to be perceived as weak, but an occasional act of mercy will make you appear to be benevolent.

By the same token, austerity is also to be avoided. To be overly strict in law and in the application of such law, to doll out punishments both cruel and unusual, to never show generosity or mercy to anyone will cause hatred among the people towards you. Such was the fate of the Romanov dynasty in Russia, and such was the very root cause of the rise of Marxism and Leninism. Of all the traits which should be avoided, this is the one that Parangosky has exhibited the most. Her complete unwillingness to accept failure by anyone, except for you of course, and the ruthlessness and general lack of mercy she has used to keep a tight reign over ONI and by extension the rest of the UNSC may have done well for her in times of crisis when the people, fearing the Covenant, were more willing to accept such drastic measures, but now that the immediate danger has past such tactics should be avoided. Parangosky ruled through fear and intimidation, thus winning respect but not love. Love is far more powerful than fear could ever hope to be. This is a fact that any soldier knows intimately. When you see a man risk certain death so that his brother might live, as I have seen Marcus do for me, then you will know just how useless fear is as a motivator. Fear can be overcome, either by the men under you fearing something else more than they fear you, or if they love something so much that their affection for that thing or person supersedes any fear they might have of you.

This is a lesson Parangosky would never have learned, for she has never truly loved anyone or anything more than raw power. Only a person who is capable of love is fit to govern, for in order to get the people to love you, you must love them. You must love the people more than you love yourself. Love them enough to protect them, from invaders and from themselves, and to lie to them when necessary, but be careful when you lie. An occasional lie can be hidden, or if discovered it can be excused, either as the result of your own imperfect nature as a human being, or it can be explained as having been necessary at the time. So long as the lie brings about a good outcome the people will forgive it, but if you lie and a bad outcome emerges then the people will never forgive.

Themistocles, perhaps the greatest liar of the Ancient Greek period, is also hailed almost universally as a great hero and patriot of his people. Having deemed that the Persian Empire, then under King Xerxes, meant to invade Greece for a second time and destroy Athens, but sensing that the threat was too remote for the Athenian assembly to take heed of, Themistocles took the path of dishonesty in order to save his people. After a vain of silver was discovered in one of the territories belonging to Athens, Themistocles persuaded the Athenians to spend the money on raising a larger fleet rather than dispersing the silver among the people, claiming that the neighboring Aeginetans posed an immediate and serious threat to the security of Athens. His lie worked, and the Athenian people readily gave up the money which had been rightfully due to them to instead spend upon their navy. Because of his dishonesty Athens was saved from the might of Xerxes, the Persian fleet suffering total destruction at the Battle of Salamis, and latter during the land Battle of Plataea where the Spartan led Greek army gained final victory over the Persians.

Yet, the brilliance of Themistocles was not in his dishonesty, but rather in the brevity of his lies. The people must be lied to occasionally for their own good, but take care not to lie to them too often. To do that is to cry wolf, and eventually the people will cease to believe you in all matters, even when you are telling the truth. Such is the state that Parangosky has unwittingly put the Office of Naval Intelligence into, and I doubt she recognizes the severity of it. It will be your task to undo the damage she has caused. Tell the lies that you must, but keep most of what you and ONI says the honest truth. Then the lies may be better hidden, and the trust with the people restored.

On to femininity, and how it is the trait which will cause the people to hate you the most. I have no doubt that it is on this issue that we will disagree the most. I only ask that you keep an open mind to the advice that I am about to give you, and to most importantly not misunderstand what I am trying to say. It is not that the people hate a woman in the position of governance, or that women are not fit to govern, for all experience has shown that women are just as capable of men in this regard. What I am trying to say is that to be seen as possessing feminine characteristics; a weak will, a submissive nature, a willingness to use your sex as tool of diplomacy, vanity, an inability to make up one's mind, or to simply lack the characteristics that would define masculinity will cause you to lose respect among the people. In this regard men are just as easily susceptible as women when it comes to being effeminate. However, since you are indeed a woman I will use a female example to make my point.

Cleopatra, the last Pharaoh of Egypt is a prime example of how femininity can cost you dearly. Her accent to the throne was far from a peaceful one, she having first been married to her brother as was the custom of the Ptolemy's in order to keep their European and Macedonian bloodline pure and to avoid racially mixing with their darker skinned Egyptian subjects. It was with great cunning and guile equal to any male contemporary at the time that she was able to wrest control of the kingdom from her husband/brother. Indeed, I can find no fault in the actions she undertook in order to seize power, for her brother was impotent in rule a thus completely unworthy the title of king.

If she had kept faith in her own wit and intelligence she may have spared her kingdom the fate which eventually befell it. Instead, in order to gain favor with the Romans who were at the time embroiled in a great Civil War, she seduced Julius Caesar, having a child by him in the hopes that through her womb she could gain greater political power throughout the Mediterranean. Later, with Caesar dead, she seduced Mark Antony, having several children by him also. It was this blatant display of femininity, using her sex and her womb as weapons no less dangerous then the instruments of war, that turned the Roman people against her and against Antony who had until then been first and foremost in the people's hearts.

It was with great enthusiasm that Augustus Caesar, the lawful son of Julius Caesar, laid out the crimes of Cleopatra before the Roman people. That she had bewitched Antony into her bed by some unholy means, that she meant to bring Rome under the rule of a woman by using her bastard son of Caesar to legitimize her reign, that she meant to be seen as a goddess among men thus displaying vanity, and that she was guilty of sexual depravity which had brought about the ruin of Mark Antony as a virtuous man. It was with these crimes in mind that Augustus was able to bring down the full might of the Roman Empire upon her.

For her femininity her life was cut short, her son murdered, the Ptolemy dynasty eradicated, her kingdom conquered, her people subjugated and placed under Roman law, and her corpse paraded through the streets of Rome.

Throughout history those who have wished to gain and maintain power, whether they be man or woman, have always forsaken femininity in order to do so. Those who have not, either because of pride or because of ignorance, have always failed. Do not look to Cleopatra as an idol, for she fails on every account. Instead look to women such as the Warrior Queen Boudicca who rose the whole of Britannia in revolt against their Roman oppressors, and nearly succeeded in driving them out. For the Britons, unlike the Romans, had always been accustomed to having women rule them, and women were expected to be just as fierce as men in battle. Look to Joan of Arc, who upon taking command of the French Army took on the dress and mannerisms of a man, and was able to inspire such love in the French soldiers that even in death it was her name that they cried as they pushed the English out of the whole of their country. Look to Elizabeth I, who when the Spanish Armada was at England's door told her soldiers that within her woman's body beat the heart of a man.

Look to any number of women who have held power throughout human history and you will find that I am correct. Those women who have wielded power well were the ones that discarded their feminine nature, and those whose rule was met with disaster were the ones that stubbornly held on to their feminine characteristics.

I do wish that you take my counsel to heart and apply it to the current situation humanity now finds itself in this new post war galaxy, for I fear a great evil may be upon us.

I know of Parangosky's intentions, to stir up civil strife among the Elites. I beg you, as your friend and as someone who loves humanity dearly, to not allow Parangosky to succeed. You know my loyalty to humanity, and to you most of all, is absolute, but as Sun Tzu once said there are some orders which must not be obeyed. If a civil war amongst the Elites is to erupt we have no way of knowing what the long term consequences might be. To create chaos among the former Covenant is forfeit any control over the situation we might have. Though the Arbiter may be a formidable enemy, he is an enemy that we know intimately. An enemy we can predict, and thus take appropriate measures to counter and defeat him. If you undermine his authority there is no telling how many new enemies to humanity may arise from the dust cloud you create.

To serve as a proper warning I must refer you to the Peloponnesian War. It was not long after the Second Persian War that the Greek city states once more began to fight one another. Indeed, only thirteen years of the thirty years truce between Athens and Sparta had elapsed before they once more took up arms against each other. The long and bloody conflict destroyed and forever shattered the power of the Greek city states, making them mere shadows of what they once were. This no doubt pleased the Persians, who in secret had given funding to the Spartans so as to lengthen the war and cause further harm to Greece. In doing so they thought to keep their enemies divided and weak, securing their empire from the threat that the Greeks posed to them. It is the same strategy that Parangosky means to use now and it did work, for a time.

But, an unforeseen threat arose that the Persians would never have been able to anticipate, for Phillip of Macedon took advantage of the weakness of Greece following the Peloponnesian War. He easily conquered the whole of the country, with the exception of the Spartans which were the only people that he and his son, Alexander, were never able to conquer. It was Alexander the Great who crossed the Aegean and destroyed the whole of the Persian Empire, marching as far east as India before he eventually was forced to turn his army back.

How clever the Persians must have thought themselves when they sewed chaos and discord among the Greeks, as Parangosky no doubt thinks herself clever in sewing chaos among the Elites. And how the Persians must have cursed their shortsightedness when Alexander the Great destroyed in a handful of years what had taken centuries to build. Parangosky is acting on that same type of short sightedness, and I fear the consequences. I fear the coming of an Alexander, who will destroy everything which we have fought so hard to defend.

You cannot obey this order, Serin, and if you have no choice but to obey then you must limit the affect that it has.

When it comes to Halsey, you must also not follow Parangosky's orders. You will not be able to avoid arresting her, but when you make your arrest let it be known that this is not your doing but Parangosky's. By doing this Halsey will not perceive the injury as coming from you, and when you take office you may free Halsey without fear of consequences. You must either do this, or kill her immediately. For a person may take revenge for slight injuries, for heavy ones they cannot. If Halsey perceives the injury coming from you then she will eventually attempt to take revenge, and do not underestimate her ability to succeed in this regard. To avoid injuring her you must also not allow any of the Spartan IIs to read her journal, or know anything of their past. To do so will be perceived as you attempting to turn her Spartans against her, and she will not forgive you for that.

You may kill her if you wish, and if it is to be done it must be done quickly regardless if Parangosky wishes it or not, but this is not an option I recommend. Humanity still has a great use of her brilliance, and you, recognizing this, will no doubt keep her alive. To keep her alive in bondage is to do a half measure. It is timidity and cowardice, and will lead only to catastrophe. If you do not wish to kill her then free her. There is no middle ground.

Serin, the war may be over, but mankind is far from being out of danger. I fear for the future of humanity. I fear that going down this course of action that Parangosky seems set on will bring only future calamity and greater evil to the human race. I have made my misgivings known, and they have been ignored repeatedly. You are the only one Parangosky truly cares about. Change her mind, and if you cannot, then do all you can to subvert her orders.

If you do this there is no telling how many lives you might save.

Your Friend,

Victor Romanov
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_God does not play dice with the universe_

_Albert Einstein_

Chapter 27: The Siege of Alesia

What lies in the heart of Alesia? What will John find beyond the Unfound Door?

Birth

Growth

Decline

Death

Rebirth

Imagine that Joyeuse is right, that all things within our universe, and indeed theirs as well, are inherently deterministic. That everything that has, is, and will happened is already set in stone. That what you ate for breakfast today, the person whom you have fallen in love with, the people whom you hate, those who you are ambivalent towards, every reblogg, every tweet, every update, every text, every good thing you have ever done, and all the evil which you have committed throughout your life. All of it predetermined at the dawning of existence, written like commandments upon a slab of stone by a mathematical equation far more complex than what a thousand generations of collective human intelligence would ever be able to understand.

If this is true can we say that free will exists? No, certainly not. If there is no free will, can we say that either good or evil exists? Of course not, for the very concepts of good and evil are rooted in the supposition of free will.

I do sincerely hope that Joyeuse is not correct, but casting hope aside, I know that there is a strong probability that she is.

Birth

Growth

Decline

Death

Rebirth

All systems, whether they be stars, or empires, or cells, or human beings. All of them follow this cycle without exception. If there is one thing that I do know for certain is that the universe runs in a circle, in a gyre, in an endless wheel. All things come back to the place where they first began.

For this is one of the fundamental truths.

There is no beginning, there is no middle, and there is no end. Only resumption.

…

Jul Mdama's hands itched to grab his energy sword, the digits on his hand twitching every so often, as if there was a fly crawling along his side that he desperately urged to swat. And indeed there was a fly, Dr. Halsey standing just behind him. He had requested her presence some time ago, long enough for him to watch as the rest of Romanov's Battle Group exited slipspace. Now he had twelve UNSC ships, including Infinity barreling down at him. One super carrier, two frigates, and the rest Autumn Class warships.

Not only was Mdama now outnumbered over two to one, but he was also outmatched. Infinity alone would be enough to defeat his small fleet which only consisted of his own flagship assault carrier, three frigates, and one battlecruiser. He had specifically picked the ships in this strike force for the speed and efficiency needed to quickly destroy Romanov's supply convoy and then swiftly travel to Alesia, not to fight a full blown battle with Romanov's main force.

As Romanov's ships sped towards him, their angular hulls occasionally catching the rays from the system's sun, Mdama became ever more certain that he had been betrayed.

"You told me that he would go back to Earth," Mdama said in a low growl. "That he would run away sniveling like a Grunt."

"I believe those were your words, not mine," Halsey said. She immediately regretted her snide remark. Mdama spun around, the back of his hand finding Halsey's face. He held just enough back to keep from seriously injuring her, but still the older woman flew off her feet, her body landing heavily on the ground.

Halsey could feel the eyes of the other Elites on her, none of them moving as they watched Mdama lift Halsey up by her neck. The doctor's vision began to blur as Mdama starved her of oxygen, his head tilting as he watched her claw at his fingers around her throat. "You betrayed me," he said, his voice a deadly whisper. "The only reason I'm keeping you alive is because I need you." He let go of her throat and let Halsey drop, her legs giving way as she did. Mdama turned his back to Halsey, ignoring her sputtering coughing as she attempted to breath again. "We will go into Alesia," he said, speaking to the rest of the Elites on the bridge. "Unleash the Prometheans on Romanov's heathens, and reawaken the Didact." He turned to Halsey. "And you will help us do it, or I'll take your other arm."

He stepped over Halsey, fully displaying his contempt for her. "Prepare an emergency beacon. We'll need more ships if we are too deal with Romanov."

"Shipmaster," one of his subordinates spoke, bowing his head in deference as he did. "The rest of the fleet is currently engaged with Lord Hood. With respect, you cannot mean to bring them here while they are in the midst of a battle."

"No," Mdama said slowly. "I cannot bring them here, but there is another fleet. One just as large as ours."

The subordinate's eyes widened. Surely Mdama could mean what he thought he meant.

"We had a Covenant once," Mdama said. "Strong. Seven species united together by faith. Until the Prophets betrayed us." He turned his head to look at Halsey over his shoulder. "Until the humans confounded our conviction with meaningless words." He turned back to his subordinate. "Perhaps faith was not enough to keep the Covenant together, but that is not the reason why we are now fighting. This Romanov, he is a new type of human, but I fear he is not the last. If we lose here there will be nothing to stop him from exterminating every Elite colony in his path. Against him we fight not for faith, or artifacts, or even honor. We fight for our right to exist as a species. If Romanov conquers us, he will turn on the Brutes next. That is what I will convince Lydus of. That is what I must convince him of." He looked his subordinate in the eye. "Prepare the beacon."

…

In the desert. That was where the voice said he would find her, or at the very least the person that would take him to Cortana. Therefore it is easy to understand why John half expected to see a rolling plane of sand, or an endless expanse of dry jagged rocks when Infinity at last breached Alesia's outer layer. Instead, as Battle Group Thirteen crashed through the artificial stratosphere, John was greeted by the sight of mountains. They were not rocky or bare or topped with white snow peaks, but instead they green. Low mountains with dull peaks, completely populated by trees and other foliage. Five of them, laid out in the shape of a pentagram, with the deactivated gravity well at the center.

Romanov frowned. He saw no ships, no Covenant ground forces. _They went into the planet then, _Romanov thought. Understandable. Mdama did not have the strength to resist Romanov's fleet in a conventional manner, but trying to rout the Covenant out from the interior of the planet would be much more difficult.

"Durendal," Romanov said. "Calculate a slipspace vector for inside the planet."

"Yes sire," Durendal said, but before he could complete his task a familiar voice spoke through the general comm. lines.

"I'm afraid that will be quite impossible," Guilty Spark said.

Romanov threw an irritated glance at Durendal. The AI shrugged. What did the Captain really expect him to be able to do? This was a Forerunner AI after all.

"Why is it impossible?" Romanov asked.

"Standard emergency protocol," Spark said matter of factly. "It was put in place to prevent Flood infected ships from jumping into the interior of the planet, or any other hostile ships for that matter."

"And who exactly thinks we are hostile?" Romanov asked.

"The monitor for the installation of course," Guilty Spark said. "I have been in communication with him for quite some time. He is afraid that your aggressive nature would put his research on the composer into jeopardy."

"And you didn't bother to tell us that you were talking to him?"

"I told you as soon as the topic became relevant Reclaimer."

"Fine," Romanov said irritably. "Then how was Mdama able to get inside the interior of the planet."

"By using the corridor connecting the outer terrestrial layer with the inner core," Spark explained. "Here I'll show you." The rest of the holodeck behind Durendal lit up. The human AI visibly bristled at this. It was as if Spark had come into his home and started raiding his fridge and using his toothbrush. It made Durendal want to purge the entire system after Guilty Spark had left, if he ever did decide to leave.

An image of Alesia appeared, and Spark pulled back the outer metallic layer, revealing the more familiar terrestrial layer underneath. The planet the subdivided into several sections, revealing key infrastructure as it did. As John watched he noticed one long corridor, set in a spiral, almost like the spiral of a slide on a kid's playground, working like a screw downward into the planet's core.

"This corridor connects the two layers together, otherwise how would the Forerunners have ever been able to mount a strategic counter attack if the ability to jump had been denied?" He took two sections out of the corridor, the two entranceways, and blew them up larger. "The entrances are of course heavily fortified. Even your heaviest weapons would not be able to breech the doors."

"And Mdama has them closed?" Romanov asked.

"Yes."

"And let me guess, they can only be opened from the inside?"

"You are correct," Guilty Spark said. "I'm afraid it will be quite impossible for you to get your fleet inside the planet."

"What about other ways in?" Romanov asked. "Nothing big, just enough to send in a strike force if I need to."

"I'm…not sure," Guilty Spark said, his voice hesitant. "The monitor of this installation is very reluctant to share information with me. He only wants to ensure that at least one of your composed specimens onboard your ship are delivered to him for study."

"Composed specimens?" Marcus asked, perplexed. "But we don't have any composed…"

"Tell him it's done," Romanov said, cutting off Marcus. "But in order to do that we need another way in."

"I'll relay the message to him," Spark said. He left, the holographic diagram collapsing as he did.

"I rather wish you had not invited him onboard," Durendal said. "It's like having a hoard of barbarians just outside your city walls with no way to shut the gates. They can just waltz right in raping and pillaging as they please."

"He's being useful at the moment," Romanov said.

"The Romans found the Visigoths useful for a time as auxiliaries to the army," Durendal pointed out. "But that didn't exactly prevent them from sacking Rome when it struck their fancy."

Joyeuse chimed in, "Well if Spark does end up going on a raping and pillaging spree, at least I know you'll go down with the ship." Durendal brought his thumb up to his helmet, and though he had no mouth, the quick jerk of his head made clear that he was biting it at her.

On their private comm. John asked Joyeuse, "What did he mean by composed beings?"

"My guess is me and DEL," Joyeuse said. "The process by which Smart AIs are created is similar enough to the methods employed by the composer that it's understandable why the monitor would be mistaken."

"Unless he's not mistaken," John said.

"Very true," Joyeuse agreed. "Only way to find out is to go into the interior and talk with him."

John nodded slightly. Really he was only concerned about this information in how it related to Cortana. He was not sure how the composer and this Unfound Doorway connected together, but he was sure that there was a connection. He just had to find it.

"Marcus," Romanov said. "Get the Spartans ready. I want boots on the ground and a forward operating base set up on that mountain," he pointed at the one nearest to Infinity. "Set up as soon as possible."

"Yes sir," Marcus said. He left the bridge, the Master Chief following behind him.

Romanov stared intently at the green circular ridge in front of him, the gears in his mind turning as he did. The gravity well had been off line, yet the monitor had gone through great pains to make sure that no slipspace jumps could occur while they were inside the planet. Very strange. He would have to wait to find out that later. Now his mind was focused on strategy, and as his black eyes continued to survey the terrain, one took formation in his head.

…

It was windy on Alesia, the trees above them shaking above the makeshift headquarters that had been set up on the summit of the mountain. The tent flaps ruffled in the breeze, creating an odd slapping sound as the tent hit against itself repeatedly in the wind. Inside the tent the conditions were little better, the wind strong enough to make the hologram Romanov currently had on display flicker slightly.

The hologram was a map of the gravity well and the surrounding mountains. Romanov stood beside it, a small, silver, pen shaped object in his hand. He gripped the device tightly, tighter than he normally would, his other hand flat at his side. The other captains and commanders of the fleet, eleven in all, stood in a circle around him, listening with rapt attention.

"Mdama has locked himself inside the planet," Romanov explained. "And according to Guilty Spark we have no way to reach him by conventional means. The only option we have is to either wait him out, or send a small strike force in by other methods in order to neutralize him. If and when we find another means inside the planet I will send the Master Chief and his Fireteam in to assassinate Mdama, as well as secure certain strategic assets." Romanov allowed himself to smile. "Of course as we all know the Master Chief can destroy an entire fleet just by looking at it." The officers around him chuckled lightly at the comment. "It would be funnier if it wasn't so true," Romanov said. "But, Mdama's fleet is not what I am worried about. Even if Master Chief cannot neutralize it, it is still no threat to us. Not unless Mdama finds a way to activate any Prometheans that might be on this world."

"Sir," Commander Asakawa of the frigate Thucydides said. "You informed us that Mdama has Dr. Halsey in his possession. Wouldn't that make Mdama activating the Prometheans all that more likely?"

"Dr. Halsey is one of the strategic assets the Master Chief will be securing," Romanov replied. "I also made certain that she would be far more sympathetic to our cause than Mdama's prior to us even arriving here. I'll spare you the details for right now, but I have no doubt she has ever incentive to help us win this battle. As for the Prometheans, we'll have to trust in the Master Chief's abilities. I have full faith in him, as I'm sure all of you have as well."

The officers nodded around him, as Romanov knew they would. He turned his attention to the map. "Commander Asakawa, you and Commander Phillips will position your frigates at the entrance to the corridor in case Mdama attempts a break out. The rest of the fleet will position themselves around these hills."

Romanov began walking amongst the holographic map, taking the pen like object and drawing white circles on the tops of each of the mountains. "We have to assume that Mdama called for help, and plan accordingly. We'll set up firebases on the summit of each of these mountains, each with a substantial arsenal of surface to air MACs as well as the fortifications necessary to fend off a ground assault. The eight Autumn class cruisers will also set up a circumventive ring around the gravity well." He tapped eight spaces in the air, the respective ships appearing as he did. "I have already sent Fireteam Crimson and a contingent of Marines to seize the control room for the gravity well. When Mdama's reinforcements arrive we'll wait until they approach close enough to the planet, and then turn on the gravity well. The enemy ships will be sucked through to Alesia's surface and…" He began drawing white lines from each of the firebases as well as the ships, all thirteen of them intersecting at a single point. "This will be the point where the Battle Group will be able to concentrate most of its fire power. With the gravity well activated the Covenant ships will have no choice but to hurtle through this area. We'll destroy them before they ever reach the surface."

"And what if they do reach the surface sir?" Captain Delgado of the Herodotus asked. "Or if Mdama breaks through the frigates and tries to attack us from behind?"

"That is why I am placing the super carrier Gilead and the Infinity in reserve, so that they can properly respond to any threat that arises on either front." He looked at the remainder of his officers. They had started out with twenty ships at the beginning of this war, and now Romanov was down to twelve.

It would have to be enough.

"Does everyone understand?" he asked, a collective nod his answer. "Then let's get to work."

One by one he watched them leave the tent, strategically placing himself next to a nearby table as they did. When the last one left Romanov threw all of his weight on it. His knees shook violently, and the silver pen dropped from his hand and landed on the table. His vision grew fuzzy, and it was only through sheer will power that Romanov commanded his knees to stop shaking. He reached for the pen but could not coordinate his fingers well enough to grasp it. Eventually he gave up, and with his other hand reached into his pocket, pulling out the prescription bottle. Every twelve hours, that was the rule. There had only been a few times in his life when he had tried to go beyond that time limit, and this was one of them. He opened the bottle, finding not even enough to last him a full week.

It would have to be enough. He had no other choice.

_It's its not, _Romanov thought darkly, swallowing two of the pills. _At least I won't live long enough to see myself fail. _
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**Thoughts that keep me up at night.**

**I'm not sure if any of you have read a book or discovered an author whose words completely revolutionized your world view. I can say that if and when you do the experience is almost religious in nature. Spiritual, like the Revelation of St. John in the New Testament. A point of view that once seen cannot be unseen. **

**For me that book was Plato's Republic, and subsequently all of Plato's works. For the sake of full disclosure I am a Roman Catholic and I do believe in the teachings of Christianity (although I will be the first to admit that God, at least in the Old Testament, is a bit of a dick). However, though I went into reading Plato already believing in the existence and immortality of the soul and having some vague understanding of the existence of things which cannot be conventionally observed, it never occurred to me that arguments could be made about them from a completely secular view point.**

**That is to say you can be a stone cold atheist and still believe in the existence of a soul, and even in an afterlife. The concept might be foreign to you, but it is possible. **

**Furthermore, Plato's belief in a metaphysical realm, the existence of things which cannot be observed except through logic, expanded my understanding of what some people might call the spiritual realm to a level I never thought possible. **

**To think that all of mathematics, the very foundation upon which our scientific understanding of the universe relies upon, does not actually exist has very dramatic consequences for those who understand what such an assertion actually means. **

**Math does not exist, except within the metaphysical realm, and that is of course if you accept the existence of metaphysics at all. It could very well be that math does not exist period, that it is just something we made up. Humans pulled math out of our asses, to put it crudely. **

**Of course if math does not exist then everything we think we know about the universe is immediately called into question. If math is just something we invented, and did not already exist in some form before we came along and discovered it, then how can we possibly be sure that anything we supposedly know about the universe is true? **

**Fortunately for my own sanity I do not believe this is true. I am what you call a Radical Platonist. I believe that an absolute morality exists. (I also believe that there is nobody who actually believes in subjective morality. If you disagree with this feel free to message me and I'll gladly show you how wrong you are). Additionally, I believe that morality can only be perceived through logic. Emotions have little to no place when it comes to determining what is right and wrong.**

**Yet, her is where my own personal contradiction and hypocrisy takes place. The fact remains that though I believe this to be true, I still base most of my morality off of emotions. My hatred of bullies and those who pick and oppress others because they are different or are weaker than them comes from a very emotional place. I believe this to be wrong not primarily because my logic tells me it is wrong (although it does) but rather because my gut reaction to seeing injustice is anger. I believe that things like discrimination, lying, cheating, stealing, murder, or even bullying are wrong because they make me angry when I see them happening. **

**Which leads me to the question, are these things actually wrong? If I was somehow able to completely divorce my emotions from my logic would I perhaps see things differently, or is this just an instance of logic and emotion agreeing with each other? Surely this cannot always be the case. Surely there is something that I am either doing or believe that is morally wrong, and that I cannot see it as morally wrong because my emotions are blinding me. Yet, I cannot deny my emotions because to do so would be to deny the very nature of my humanity. **

**Still my own hypocrisy deepens. When it comes to any issue or topic that crops up in the national or international stage I usually look to see which side is being the most emotional, that is to say look to see which side is basing most of their decision making on emotional gut reactions, and automatically assume that that side is wrong. It has gotten to the point where I usually assume everyone is wrong. **

**Ferguson? Everyone is wrong. Police, protestors, activists, everyone. **

**The issue of gender equality? Everyone is wrong. Feminists, MRA's, Egalitarians, everyone. **

**Democrat or Republican? Both wrong. **

**Conservative or Liberal. Doesn't matter what you pick. Going to be wrong either way. **

**I'm sure you can already see the inherent problem in this line of thinking. It's a very cynical world view and not one that I recommend, but it's currently one that I am stuck in. The only solution is to take my thinking to its logical conclusion. If everyone is wrong then that surely means that I am wrong in thinking that everyone is wrong. Try wrapping your brain around that. **

**The point is that there is no point, at least when it comes to what I am writing now. I guess what I'm trying to get across is that I am a bit stuck right now in a kind of malaise and I'm not sure how to get out of it. I see so many problems going on in the world right now and yet I find myself completely impotent when it comes to determining what the proper responses to these problems might be. I find myself becoming dangerously close to being a pessimist, which is something I do not want. I do want to look at someone and automatically assume they are an asshole, but that is what I am finding myself doing increasingly. All I can really do is write, which is what I have always done. Write out my feelings until I can't write anymore in the hopes that the demon apathy will be exercised from me. **

**Which was the whole point of writing this I guess. I am sorry if you feel that I wasted your time. All I can say is that the next chapter will be posted tomorrow morning, and that I'll hope you enjoy it. **
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Chapter 28: Murmurs of Discontent

January 1st, 2561 (Military Calendar) Uncharted System, Forerunner Shield World Alesia

The work on the fortifications on the five low mountains surrounding the gravity well began in earnest. It was a prodigious work, the few thousand civilian contractors which had accompanied the Battle Group making short work of the heavy forests which surrounded the rolling hills. Massive, cumbersome looking vehicles, some as large as mammoths, rolled up and down the hillsides, striking down trees like a lawnmower cuts grass. The trunks, stripped bare of their branches, were hauled away. Often times by pelicans, sometimes by sheer brute strength. Large, mobile furnaces, brought along for the specific purpose of destroying such ancient ecosystems, roared with boiling flame day and night, devouring the ancient foliage with an insatiable appetite.

Yet, not all of the old forest was thrown into the furnaces. Romanov was not above to using older, cruder methods of warfare. Many of the trunks were driven into the ground at a 45 degree angle, the point facing downhill sharpened like a spear. The point of them was not to kill the enemy, but rather to break up any ground attack which might come. Many of these sharpened stakes had landmines placed on them, so that an enemy wraith could not simply plow through the stakes for fear of being blown sky high. If the Covenant were to attack from the ground they would have to spend considerable time either disabling the mines, or picking out a clear path through them, all the while having hot fire raining down upon them.

And Romanov would not make it easy on them to find a way to the top of the hill. Excavators had been put to work, equipment usually reserved for terraforming efforts, now used to transform the topography of the low mountainsides so that the enemy would be funneled in to specific killing zones.

If the Covenant were to make it to the top of the hills, they would have the fortifications themselves to contend with. The fortification on each hill was a clone to the others. The inner citadel resembled a geometric pentagon, prefabricated bunkers set deep into the earth at each of the five points, earthen breastworks connecting them together. Within the pentagon each fortification contained at least twelve artillery pieces and several mortar crews, each with a specific field of fire and preset coordinates. In addition to this, at least six surface to air MACs were situated on top of each hillside fortress, ready to neutralize whatever Covenant ship dared to make the journey down to Alesia's surface. Several smaller anti air batteries were also contained within the firebases, ready to fend off attacks from banshees, phantoms, and the like. Many more trenches were dug within the pentagon's themselves, ready to provide a last defense to the marines should the firebase be over run, a large command bunker in the center, a virtual fortress unto itself.

Outside of the pentagons lay an outer ring of fortifications. Scorpion tanks placed every so often, their tracks motionless but their turrets ever watchful, rocket, sniper, and machine gun crews manning the spaces in-between. Razor was used generously around all of the firebases. It would do little to stop an Elite or a Brute in full armor, but Grunts and Jackals would have a difficult time navigating their way through without being torn to shreds.

Behind the mountains were several tank battalions set in reserve, hidden by the dense foliage of the planet which Romanov had not ordered to be torn down, ready to respond to any ground threat with a quick counter offensive. At least a division of Marines and several teams of Spartans had been tasked with guarding the control room for the gravity well. Similar fortifications had been erected in order to contain Mdama's forces should he attempt to attack through the large access tunnel.

Above it all stood the fleet, the Autumn class cruisers keeping a watchful eye on Alesia's entrance, the Infinity and Gilead in reserve, and the two frigates keeping watch over Mdama.

_There is nothing so much as God on Earth as a general on a battlefield, _Romanov thought privately to himself, surveying the work from atop Hill 003. He looked over the hillside fortifications from outside the command bunker, brought into existence by the sheer force of his own will. At least that was how he preferred to see it. If Romanov was being honest he had been a little apprehensive at the possibility of the rest of the Covenant Fleet coming to Mdama's rescue, but now that the preparations were almost complete he nearly welcomed the opportunity.

After over two years of hit and run Fabian tactics against the Covenant here at last was an opportunity for a set piece decisive battle. One that he was sure he could win.

Romanov looked down at his right hand, saw that it was beginning to shake. He clenched his hand into a fist and the shaking stopped.

He could win, provided that his body did not give out beforehand.

Romanov made his way down to the nearest trench that was under construction. He looked upward, seeing the swarms of hornets and pelicans, the cruisers hovering overhead. It was rather amazing, he reflected, that with so much technology around them that a soldier's best defense was still a shovel and the ground underneath him. Some parts of warfare were simply constants.

He jumped down into the half finished trench, the marines around him looking up in surprise when he did. He extended out his hand to a marine with dark ebony skin who stood about an inch shorter than Romanov, silently asking for the soldier's E Tool.

"S-sir," the marine stammered. He looked at Romanov's offered hand, then at his E Tool. "This is grunt work sir. You don't have to be down here dirtying up your uniform with us."

"Dirt washes off," Romanov replied. "And a man who doesn't get his uniform dirty isn't a very good soldier." He took the small shovel from the marine's hands, and gestured with his head out of the trench. "Go, get some rest. Have some of that contraband alcohol I know you men have been hiding from me."

The marine smiled. "Wouldn't know anything about that sir." He left the trench, and Romanov turned around and began digging with the rest of the marines, and as the grunt prophesized his uniform quickly became caked with the dark brown dirt mixed with layers of red clay. He turned to his left, a female marine next to him, her muscles well defined and a single strand of red hair drifting from underneath her helmet and hanging in front of her face.

"Where are you from?"

The ginger marine seemed confused for a moment, not sure if she should stop digging in order to talk to a superior officer or not. Romanov cleared things up for her. "At ease. You don't have to adhere to formalities so long as you're working."

The ginger marine nodded. "Mars sir."

"Is this the first time you have ever been out of the Sol System."

She nodded. "Yes sir. Whole reason why I joined up. Figured I get an extended tour of the universe on the government's dime."

Romanov chuckled. "Not a bad way to look at things. Do you regret it?"

"No…" she began, but hesitated. "Sometimes. Haven't seen my family since we left Earth. I had a fiancé but…" She buried the shovel deep into the clay, braking a root in half as she did so. "Decided she couldn't wait her whole life on someone who might not be coming back. That's what everyone thought when we went against HIGHCOM's orders. That what we were doing was a suicide mission." She launched a bit of clay over her shoulder, rocketing it out of the ditch, a deep scowl on her face.

Romanov frowned, a pang of guilt troubling him. "Anyone else?"

"Wife divorced me over it," A blonde headed marine behind him said. "Made it through the first year of it before she decided she had enough." He dug into his pocket, fishing out a small cellphone like device. At first glance it looked like just a piece of glass or clear plastic, but when the marine tapped on it icons and apps appeared. He scrolled through them, quickly brining up a picture of a blonde headed baby boy. "My son. Haven't seen him yet, but I'm going to. Don't give a damn what the courts say."

"What did the courts say?" Romanov asked.

The blonde marine's face darkened. "That joint custody shouldn't be granted to someone openly defying the UNSC." He rubbed his thumb over the picture of his son, and then placed the device back into his pocket.

Another twang of guilt.

Romanov turned his attention to a third marine, a rather large dusting of freckles on the bridge of his nose. "And you?"

"Mom works for ONI," he said. "Said that ONI was monitoring who was keeping contact with the members of the Thirteenth Battle Group. Told me that she couldn't risk her career just because I decided to be divisive." He shook his head. "Divisive, that was the word she used. Like it was my fault Mdama decided to start this whole stupid war."

"ONI," the ginger marine said, practically spitting out the name. She began to dig faster and harder, her anger apparent. "Bunch of back stabbing cowards. When Mdama tried to attack the Outer Colonies they were the ones sitting with their thumbs up their asses. Now they're trying to demonize you because you actually had the guts to tell ONI to go fuck themselves and go save the colonies yourself." She rammed the shovel deep into the dirt, and let it say there with its handle pointed straight up at the air. "We all know you did the right thing sir. Hell, most of the people back home know you did the right thing. It's those ONI bastards, and HIGHCOM, and Osman, and all those stupid pieces of shit who don't seem to get it." Her face was now red and her eyes grew wide as she suddenly seemed to realize just how liberally she had been speaking.

"I…I'm sorry sir. I didn't mean…" she began, but Romanov cut her off, placing a hand on her shoulder.

"I had a family too once," he said quietly. "Back on Eridanus II. Mother, father, baby sister. Would have had a brother but he died before I was born. The day the Covenant attacked my father begged the UNSC to come save us." A small crowd beyond the three marines he had been talking to had now gathered, all of them having stopped their work to come listen to him.

Romanov took a deep breath and continued. "They never came. I saw my entire family slaughtered right in front of me." The female marine looked down and away from him. Romanov looked around at the small crowd, could see familiar flashes of pain in their eyes, similar memories of lost loved ones still fresh in their minds. It was not surprising. There was no one who did not know somebody who had died in the Great War.

"Joined the UNSC as soon as I could," Romanov went on. "Made a new family, until they too were taken from me." Storm clouds brooded over his head, the hurt and anger he still felt over that loss apparent. "And again it was the incompetence of the UNSC that caused their deaths. I was loyal to the UNSC beyond question, and they betrayed that loyalty. They ask you to give them everything and offer nothing in return." He looked up at the small crowd. "You men are soldiers of humanity. You deserve to be treated better than just cannon fodder." He looked at the female marine and smiled. "Now I've said too much."

The red headed marine smiled back, and Romanov slapped her shoulder. He stretched out his hand and several marines helped him out of the trench. "You boys get back to work. If and when these Covenant bastards come I want you to able to show them what a few stubborn marines can do."

"Yes sir!" the group shouted in disjointed unison.

"Quite the little stump speech," the voice of Marcus said behind him.

"I only said what they were thinking," Romanov replied. "What they were feeling." He looked over his men, his boys, their noses already back into the dirt, shovels working feverishly. "Two years ago they didn't even know who I was, now look at them." Romanov's face fell, sadness creeping in. "If Mdama's fleet comes, I may have to order the deaths of most of them."

"So, turn back?" Marcus asked.

Romanov shook his head. "At this point I think they would try to hang me if I ordered them to turn back." Marcus chuckled, mostly because it was true.

Romanov took a step forward. He wanted to walk around the base more. Wanted to visit all of the firebases. To talk with his men, just as he had done here. But when he took the step Romanov stumbled. Marcus' arm shot forward, catching Romanov before he could fall.

"You pills," Marcus said urgently.

Romanov, incapable of shaking his head, could only mutter. "Ran…out."

Marcus nodded, grasping the seriousness of the situation. It could not happen here, not in front of everyone. Marcus looked around, paranoid that someone would recognize what was going on. Seeing no one he led Romanov away, giving him just enough support to make it seem that Romanov was moving under his own power.

They made it to the command bunker, making their way through the lines of officers and into a secluded room. It was rather amazing, Marcus thought, how Romanov seemed to be able to hold his body together out of sheer will power. But, when the door to the room closed, Romanov's will power gave out.

His body convulsed, his black eyes rolling into the back of his head, and Marcus had to force him onto the nearby cot.

Marcus' hands rushed to free his belt from around his waist, shoving the leather deep into Romanov's mouth.

Victor bit down as the seizure continued to overtake him, his body shaking violently, causing the cot to scrape against the metal floor.

"Come on Victor," Marcus whispered fervently. It had been years since he had seen Romanov have a seizure, and there never was any guarantee that he would be able to pull out of them. There was also very little Marcus to do in order to help his friend, other than making sure he had something to bite down on and taking him to a secluded place. All he could do was watch, a pray.

"There you go Victor," Marcus continued to whisper, running his fingers through his friend's dark hair as the seizure began to wane in severity. His body was trembling only slightly now, and after a few more moments it ended.

Romanov spit the belt out of his mouth, the taste of leather on his tongue. He breathed heavily, unsure of how he had gotten here. The last thing he remembered was talking to the female marine, and then nothing. He looked up, and there was Marcus, a mixture of concern and relief on his face.

Marcus. Always there was Marcus. Always there to help him, ever since the day he had brought Victor that blanket. There the day he had almost been killed by an energy sword. There the day Joy had died. Marcus, God how he loved him.

No words were exchanged. Romanov briefly held Marcus' hand, and then with a slight nod allowed himself to be pulled off of the cot. Romanov dusted himself off. There was still a lot of work to be done, and he was not going to let something like a little seizure keep him from doing it. He straightened up his uniform the best he could, and walked out the door.
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January 1st, 2561 (Military Calendar) Uncharted System, Forerunner Shield World Alesia, UNSC Odysseus

Black One made her way onto the bridge of the Odysseus, seeing Black Two seated at one of the chairs in front of an open terminal, monitoring communications. That was not all she was looking for, an ear being kept to the ground and listening for the approach of a Covenant Armada. One took her helmet off and tucked it underneath her arm, sitting in a chair beside Two.

Two glanced up at her. "Something wrong?" she asked.

One stared out the window, Alesia rising in front of her like a metallic moon. "No," she said. "It's just I never liked this."

Two understood. They had spent most of the previous two years on board this ship, tailing Romanov throughout his campaign. The few instances he had sent them off to do something else had been a godsend, but for the most part it had been tedious boredom. "Otto is almost done prepping the mines. It'll take us about a day to put them all into place."

"He really thinks there is a fleet coming?" Two asked. It seemed unlikely. Last communication she had picked up from the UNSC indicated that Lord Hood had been shadowing the main Covenant fleet for the past week, and now if reports were to be believed had fully engaged them. If the Covenant won a victory then perhaps they would come here. Maybe that was what Romanov was counting on.

"You know him. He likes his planning," One said. "Anything new?"

"Yes," Two said. She pointed out the window. "Look at about three o'clock and you should see it."

One looked, squinting her eye as she did. Even with her enhanced vision it was almost easy to miss. A slight shimmer, the movement of black over top a slightly darker shade of black. Nearly imperceptible, but undeniably there. "A prowler," One growled.

Two nodded. "ONI."

"Have they spotted us?"

"If they have then they're being quiet about it," Two said. "Still I think it's a safe bet. If we can see them then it's likely they can see us, and if it's Kilo-Five…"

"They'll have Black Box," One finished for her.

"And Naomi," Two reminded her.

One scowled. "All Naomi is now is another ONI spook. The same spooks who tried to kill us for doing our jobs."

"She's still a Spartan."

"We're not Spartans anymore," One reminded her. "They took that away from us." She stared at the enemy prowler for several more moments before returning her gaze back to Alesia.

"What do you think it is?" Two asked. "This Unfound Door Joyeuse keeps sending me reports about? Do you think it's anything like…" her voice trailed off, but One knew what she meant.

"I don't know," One said. "If it is, I hope John stays the hell away from it."

July 23th, 2557 (Military Calendar) Khaphrae System, Halo Installation 03, North Central Positronics Research Facility

The wind cut across Black One's visor as she stepped down the ramp out of the prowler, the rest of Black Team flanking her. The wind had kicked up a dust devil, the swirling cloud temporarily blocking their view of the approaching team of scientists, their arms in front of their faces to shield themselves from the wind.

"All of you keep quiet and let me do the talking," One said over the team comm. "Romanov told us not to trust these guys."

"A bunch of mad scientists who get off playing god with ancient super weapons with little to no government oversight? What's not to trust?" Black Three asked.

"Bout as well as you can trust a Drone in a Covenant penal colony," Black Four added.

Black Two sighed. "Never going to let me live that down are you?"

"I said can it," One scolded, sending them all red status lights for further emphasis.

The science team arrived, five in total. Four were wearing the white lab coats you would expect, but the one in front was dressed entirely different. He wore a shabby grey trench coat, with a black business suit underneath, one of his hands, his fingers a sickening shade of yellow, keeping the fedora on top of his head from blowing away. He looked more like a Hollywood gangster from the twentieth century than a man from modern times. He smiled, and One could see that his teeth were same dark shade of yellow that his nails were, like he had been smoking three packs of cigarettes a day for the past thirty years, his skin a sallow color. His breath smelt like molten metal and burnt garlic, a stench One could sense even through her suit's filters.

The sallow thing stretched out his hand towards one. "Margaret 053," he said cordially. One reluctantly shook his hand, and resisted the urge to wipe her palm against the side of her armor once she withdrew it. The sallow thing addressed the rest of the Black Team. "Roma 143, Otto 031, and Victor 101. Welcome. When we requested this professional curtesy from Victor Romanov I did not expect he would send Spartans. But I guess for one billion credits you get what you pay for."

"Is that what we're worth?" One asked incredulously.

"More or less," the sallow thing responded. "But when you are a company whose net worth stretches into the tens of trillions, one billion is but a drop in the bucket, wouldn't you agree?"

"I really don't care how much it cost you to hire us," One said. "And we're not Spartans. We call ourselves Praetorians now."

"Is that the name Victor picked out for you?" the sallow thing said. He gave her a toothy yellow grin. "How delightfully pretentious." He turned around and motioned Black Team to follow him.

"We had to dodge several ONI prowlers in order to get here," One said as she came to walk beside him. She looked up at the sky, seeing the opposite end of the Halo suspended above her. "With all that heat, and given what this place is, I would have thought there would at least be a Marine contingent on the ring with you. Even a Spartan team."

"We have our own security personal," the sallow thing said dismissively.

"This is Halo. I would have a hard time believing that ONI…"

"ONI?" the sallow thing asked with a laugh. "The problem with ONI is that they think they are more powerful than they actually are. The same with the rest of the UNSC, and the UEG in general for that matter, but I tell you this. When you owe someone over seven trillion credits, it is they, and not you, who gets to dictate terms. We wanted to study this ring without the pesky hindrance of government regulation, and that is what we got. You see Margret, may I call you Margret?"

"No."

"Margret it is then," the sallow thing said in a mocking tone that made One want to forget her Spartan composure and cave his face in. "You see government is a lot like a corporation. The more shares you buy the more influence you have. And North Central has bought a hefty sum of shares in the past forty or so years, along with the Tet Corporation and of course Romanov Industries." He looked up at the sky. "Besides, ONI is far more interested in that little trinket they have on Ivanoff Station than the treasures that can be found on Halo."

"Thank you for the civics lesson," One said sarcastically. "But I'm more interested with why we are here."

"We need your help," the sallow thing said.

"With what?"

"Capturing a Forerunner. A Warrior Servant named the Didact to be more specific. Once again, a delightfully pretentious name."

"Forerunner?" Three asked, breaking One's previous command. "Thought they were all dead."

"One is still alive it would seem," the sallow thing said.

"Alright," One said. They had passed into the main research facility, a small tent city rising out of the bare earth. One tent in particular caught her attention. In was in the middle of the tent city, and far larger than the rest, long thick rows of wires trailing out of it, a slight glow coming from inside. "Where is he?"

"He should still be on Requiem as of this moment," the sallow thing said. "Another Forerunner Installation. He'll being arriving in the system within the next two days and will send his minions to attack Ivanoff Station."

"Then we need to be on Ivanoff," One said, groaning in her mind. That was going to make things a bit more complicated.

"No, the Didact can do what he wants with Ivanoff and the Composer. That's not our concern. He will attack the station though, and retrieve the Composer which he will use against earth. Your old friend John will stop him, with the help of his little blue girlfriend. He'll have to sacrifice her in order to do it, but he will stop him, just like he always does. Afterwards the Didact will fall through a portal and land on this ring at a set of cordinantes we will give you. That is where you will set up an ambush for him."

"How could you possibly know all this?"

The sallow thing smiled again. One really wished he wouldn't. The color of his teeth reminded her of yellow mustard. They were sharp and long. Barely human like, and reminded her more of the teeth of a rat or of a particularly vicious hamster.

"I read about it," he said. "Mother always said that comics would make my brain rot, but she never did understand all the interesting ideas you could get from them."

"I'm being serious," One said firmly. "How could you possibly know everything you just told me?"

"I told you the truth," he said sincerely. One did not seem to be buying it, the Praetorian raising herself up to full height, the grip on her battle rifle tightening. The sallow thing sighed. "What if I told you that everything, past present and future, was set in stone? That the universe more closely resembles a complex mathematical equation than it does tangible reality? That if you look hard enough you can read this equation, and correctly predict future events down to the smallest detail? Even see into other alternate universes if you had the mind to. That is what we did, no more than that."

"Sounds like a bunch of philosophical bullshit," One deadpanned. The sallow thing laughed. A uniquely unpleasant sound, somehow being shrill and guttural at the same time.

"Indeed it does," he agreed. "But look at it this way. If we're wrong then this is an easy payday. If we're right, and we are right, then at least you know when and where the Didact will show up. Things could be worse for you. Much worse. Trust me on that."

"Fine," One said.

"That's the ticket. No reason to lose our heads." The sallow thing chuckled, as if he had just told a joke, the punchline known only to him."

One chose to ignore his comment and asked, "How are we going to capture him?"

"With this," the sallow thing said, and with that he went into the large tent, Black Team following through the opening.

Black Four's eyes widened as he saw what was inside. Inside the tent was a table, and on top of the table was a wooden chest. It was masterfully crafted, made out of a type of wood Four did not recognize, an inscription carved onto the lid in a language he had never seen before. But, even though a number of robot arms swirled around and continually scanned the chest, it did not take away from the simple fact. "This is it?" he asked. "This is what you expect us to use to capture a Forerunner? I wouldn't even be able to fit my helmet inside of that."

"Don't let the size fool you," the sallow thing said. He approached the small wooden chest, seeming to be completely in awe of it, and his voice lowered as he drew nearer to it. "We lost this artifact quite some time ago to the Tet Corporation. They thought demolishing two buildings overtop of it would keep it from us, but they were wrong. You see Victor 101, corporations are the ones who hold the real power. When you topple a building you need to pay someone to remove the rubble. Tet realized their mistake to late and tried to out bid us, but that time we were one step ahead of them. We dug, and we dug, until at last we found it, and made it ours again." He spoke in a hushed whisper now, his eyes glowing faintly as he let his hand hover a few inches overtop of the box. "This artifact is older than Forerunner. Older than Precursor. It predates the formation of this universe, and is one of the most powerful objects in existence."

"A box?" Black Three asked. "A box is the most powerful thing in existence?"

The sallow thing whipped his head around, and for the first time appeared angry, even livid. The movement caused his fedora to fall off, and all the eyes of Black Team were immediately drawn to his now bare forehead. "Not a box you imbecilic barbarian. What is inside the chest. A doorway, one which we plan to open and suck the Didact into, and let him suffer the horrors that lie within."

One could hardly keep her eyes off the man's forehead. Placed on it was a mark, the sigul of a lidless red eye. It appeared as though it had been carved into his skin with the wound never fully healing, and she could see the blood running underneath it, but never spilling out, as if an invisible barrier was holding it inside his body.

She swallowed, and then asked, "Why?"

The sallow thing blinked a few times. "Why? Because we plan to use him that's why."

"Against Earth?"

"No, of course not. We only wish to unleash him against one person. The head of the Tet Corporation, a man by the name of Jack Toren."

"One guy?" One asked doubtfully. "If you only wanted to kill one guy then why not just send us?"

The sallow thing shook his head. "You don't know who Jack is. What he is. If you were to go against him your entire team would be slaughtered, if not by Tet's Agents then surely by Jack himself. Some call him a king, others a god. I prefer to call him what he is, a demon."

"There is only one demon I know of," One said. "And I don't think he is the guy you are looking for."

The sallow thing smiled is toothy smile, and ran a hand through his dark greasy hair. "There are many things about the universe which you cannot possibly know or comprehend. Take the number of sentient species that exist within it for example. There are currently ten which the UNSC openly acknowledges. Forerunner, Flood, Prophets, Elites, Brutes, Drones, Hunters, Jackals, Grunts, and Huragok. But existence is far more stranger than that, for there are three more species which the UNSC has not openly acknowledged as existing. Precursor, taheen, and…"

The sallow thing took his hand out of his greasy hair and brought it to the base of his ear. His yellow infected nails dug into the skin, and with some effort, he began to tear it off.

One had seen many things in her life. Many things that no person, Spartan or not, should ever see, but what she was witnessing was one of the few things that threatened to make her sick.

The sallow thing tore at his skin, his face peeling off as if it were a rubber mask, and too One's increasing horror she realized that it was a mask. A mask made of living flesh.

The skin continued to peel across his face, revealing dark brown fur underneath. When he got halfway, the flesh mask pulling against his right eye as he tugged on it, the sallow thing grinned viciously at her. "Then there is the species I belong to." With one final pull he tugged the rest of the mask away, placing it haphazardly on the table.

What was behind the mask was horrendous beyond words. A torrent of madness and insanity that threatened to break the mind and devour all reason.

Four instinctively brought his rifle up, eyes open in wide horror at the face underneath the mask. "The fuck," he said.

The sallow thing laughed his shill guttural laugh as one by one Black Team raised their rifles at him.

The ground shook, the sound of bells suddenly ringing. It took Black One a moment to realize that the bells were coming from somewhere deep inside the wooden chest. The room grew dark, as if someone had placed a grey filter over everything, sound itself becoming muted. One had to strain to hear the sallow thing as he spoke.

"Careful, you don't want to awaken it, because when it wakes up…" he motioned towards the wooden chest. "It gets hungry."

One held onto her rifle a few moments longer before relenting. "Stand down Black Team."

Reluctantly they lowered their weapons. The sallow thing clapped his hands together. "Now, we can get back to business." He walked towards the entrance, Black Team giving him plenty of room as he walked past. "Come, there is a lot of planning we have to do."
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**A/N: Quick PSA**

**Do not play Five Nights at Freddy's**

**At night**

**In the dark**

**With headphones on**

**Just…don't do it. Trust me. Now if you'll excuse me I have to go burn down my local Chucky Cheese**

**It's the only way to make absolutely sure…**

Chapter 30: The Didact

Black Four laid flat on his stomach, motionless, a wire connecting his sniper rifle to his helmet. At closer distances this was not usually necessary, the weapon system automatically connecting to his HUD through special connectors in his armor, allowing for the appropriate crosshairs to be displayed as well as magnification.

But this was a slightly different scenario. At nearly three clicks away, high above on a rock slide overlooking the research facility, he was at a far enough distance that he now had to take the ringworld's curve into account.

_Never understand how the old timers did it, _he thought. He would never understand how Linda was able to do it for that matter. She could make a shot like this with her eyes closed. It was practically supernatural.

He blinked at an icon in his HUD, and within a few seconds a meal bar protruded out of a small slot just underneath his mouth. He took a bite, and frowned as he began chewing.

"Who got chocolate?" he asked.

Black three blinked a green status light at him.

"I hate chocolate."

"And that's why I got it," Three said. "If you ain't grumpy for one reason or another than our whole team dynamic falls apart."

"You have a strange way of promoting synergy," Black Two chimed in.

"Eh, I do what I can." Three turned his attention back to Four. "How can you even eat right now after what we saw?"

"I was hungry," Four said.

"No, I mean seriously," Three said. "The hell is Romanov doing with those things. The hell is the UNSC doing dealing with those things for that matter?"

"Maybe the UNSC doesn't know," Two supplied.

"Maybe," Three admitted. "But that still doesn't explain Romanov. Thought he hated aliens."

"Just because he hates them doesn't mean he won't work with them," Black One said. "Might be that he doesn't have a choice right now. Besides, he told us he wouldn't be able to tell us every single detail about his plan when we first started. We just have to trust him."

On looked up at the sky. Slipspace ruptures began appearing, had been all day, erupting like ripples in the sky above them, raining down bits of debris all over the ring's surface.

"Got more of them. Eyes focused," she said. She adjusted her grip on her battle rifle, bringing her body down lower in the rocky outcropping she was hiding in. If she looked hard enough she could see Two and Three on her immediate left and right flanks. About a hundred meters in front of them was where the Didact was supposed to land, if the sallow thing was to be believed.

"Got something," Four said suddenly. "Bigger than the rest and heading your way."

One looked up again, eyes widening as a large humanoid object plummeted towards them. The Didact landed on the harsh, red, desert earth, crushing a boulder underneath him as he landed. He fell like the angel in Milton's great tale of creation, brought down under the weight of his own pride and vanity.

"Wild," Black Three muttered. "So that's a Forerunner." Keeping his assault rifle trained on the warrior servant, he allowed his free hand to wander down to his magnetic holster on his hip, fingers slowly gripping a detonator. Three Froze as the Didact began to stir, his once dead eye slits now glowing bright orange, his promethean armor shining brilliantly in the system's sun.

"Now!" One shouted.

Three pressed the detonator.

Five mines lit up in a cicle around the Didact. The warrior servant had just enough time to register the danger he was in before they detonated.

Three's vision was momentarily blinded by a burst of flame, then by a cloud of dust and falling rock. Then there was a burst of movement from within the middle of the dust cloud, a wave of smoke and ash and raw furry barreling towards Three faster than he could react.

The Didact stood tall before Three, dwarfing him. The Praetorian lifted up his assault rifle, but the Didact grabbed the weapon and crushed it with one hand. "More of you," he sneered. "Unacceptable!"

The back of the Didact's hand landed across Three's face, causing him to fly backward, his helmet smashing a rock into pieces as he landed.

A flicker of movement caught the Didact's eye, One and Two flanking him, rifles belching fire and lead.

The bullets bounced off the Didact's shields with no affect, the Forerunner tilting his head in curiosity at them as they emptied their clips.

"Why do you humans persist even when defeat is preordained?" he asked them.

One, after exhausting her ammunition, unsheathed her combat knife. She swiped at the Forerunner, the Didact dodging effortlessly.

"Your fellow warrior at least had his ancilla to save him, but you?" He caught One's wrist as she attempted to swipe at him again. In one quick movement the Didact bent One's wrist back at an unnatural angle. There was a crack, and for the first time since she received her augmentations One's bones broke.

The Didact shoved her backwards, then caught Three's leg as she attempted to kick him. He lifted her up by the leg, swung her high over his head, and brought her crashing down to the ground. Blood filled Three's mouth as she attempted to stand back up, but before she could the Didact picked her up by the head, her visor cracking as he tightened his grip.

"Pathetic," he snarled at her, holding Two several feet off the ground. "You are unworthy of the death I am about to give you." With one hand still holding Two's head, he placed another hand on her shoulder, and began to pull.

The pain was excruciating, Two fighting with all her might to free herself before the inevitable occurred.

Four shots, one right after another, echoed across the desert.

Four sniper rounds rebounded off of the Didact's chest. Not enough to crack his armor, but enough to send him reeling backwards, dropping Two in the process.

The Didact's shields were drained further as One emptied a fresh clip into him. The warrior servant stomped his boot onto the ground, causing the earth to heave and crack, the tremor tossing One and Two around like rag dolls.

"Why can you not accept defeat like your forefathers wisely did?" he demanded in frustration. He heard movement from up above him, Three having positioned himself on top of a large boulder, a rocket launcher over his shoulder. Three fired the first rocket at the Didact, aiming for center mass.

But as the ball of fire and smoke rushed towards him the Didact shot his fist out. He punched the rocket, deflecting the projectile just enough to keep it from hitting him directly.

Another explosion. Another cloud of smoke and dust. This time when it cleared the Didact did not rush him. Instead he stretched out his hand, and Three's body was immediately seized by a great force. He was lifted off of the ground, his arms and legs useless, his body feeling as if it were being crushed in all directions.

The air shimmered in front of the Didact as he used the constrain fields against the Praetorian. The Forerunner looked at the limp forms of Black One and Black Tow next to him.

"One hundred thousand years," he said, his voice resembling disappointment. "And these are the best warriors your species can produce?" Three could not reply, a choke hold around his throat. "I once respected man as a worthy enemy, but now?" He closed his hand into a fist and pain shot up through Three's body as the Didact slowly began to crush him.

…

"Shit," Four muttered to himself as he moved down the rockslide and towards his teammates. Four rounds to the chest. Four, and the Didact was somehow standing.

When Four saw that he realized there was nothing more he could do from a distance. So he ran. He ran towards his friends, not caring if he did not stand a chance. He would save them, one way or another.

…

The sallow thing smiled as he heard the gunfire and explosions from beyond the research facility. All this activity would surely be enough to wake Black Thirteen up. He held the wooden chest in his arms, a small group of scientists behind him. They were holding cameras and other recording and measuring devices. The sallow thing cared little about what they were called or what they were for. All that he cared about was witnessing once again the power, the strength, and the insanity that came with opening an unfound Door.

As he flipped the latch on the wooden chest he began speaking in a tongue and in a language that few still living are able to speak.

I cannot tell you exactly what the words are, nor can I give you even the most basic of translations. It is an ancient tongue that goes far beyond the bounds of human understanding. A dialect that cannot be learned except either by birth or through revelation. All I can do is give you an approximation of what was said.

The sallow thing spoke.

"Commalla come ka. Had-heet fa shume charry-ka. Ultet darashee fa mai. Dan-tete spiritus mundi, commala fet." The sallow theing's eyes glowed yellow, and he pointed the chest towards the towering Forerunner. "Had-heet Ur Didact."

He opened up the chest.

Inside was a round orb. The size of a bowling ball and perfectly smooth. Blacker than the void of space, darker than the evil that exists within man's very soul.

The black orb rolled in the chest like an eyeball rolls within a man's skull. When it came to rest it let out a bellowing shriek, and then the sound of church bells.

Oh those damn bells. I hear them sometimes, late at night, when sleep refuses to overtake me and my inner eye is left open upon this world. It is those bells that I hear, their beautiful madness calling upon my darkest desires. The darkness that lives within all of us. Those are the bells I hear, ringing without end.

The world grew dark, a grey filter sweeping over the land. Black Three felt his body drop to the ground as the Didact released him. "He had just enough time, just long enough to see the Didact fall to his knees, his helmet pushed back, his face contorted in unfathomable pain. Just long enough until Three felt it too, felt the bells just as much as he heard them.

Some one hundred and fifty meters away Black Four collapsed onto his knees. A voice was screaming at him. It was ancient and malevolent, but it spoke the truth to him. Truths that he already knew.

(He took her from you) the voice said with a tittering laugh.

(She belonged to you and he took her)

Black Four felt hot molten copper pour into his mind. He held his head in both hands, and began to scream.

…

Black One opened her eye slowly. There was the Didact, on his knees, both of his large hands covering his ears. She did not hear the bells. Heard nothing except the beating of her own heart.

But she saw.

The gods and the Man Jesus help her, she saw everything.

The ringworld had been drowned in a sea of fire. A forest of black and red flames swirling together in a towering Inferno the likes of which Dante could only begin to fathom. She saw an eye. A lidless crimson red eye, the mind behind it utterly rampant, but ever vigilant. The eye saw all. Nothing escaped its gaze.

Standing in front of the great red eye was a figure, clothed in shadow. It wore a black cloak, a dark hood covering his eyes leaving only the lower part of his face visible. Upon his lips was an insane sadistic smile. A smile that threatened to tear entire universes asunder.

The dark man's cloak billowed in the wind, the flames surrounding and engulfing him, but not consuming him. For the first time in millennia the Didact felt horror at what he saw.

"Who are you?" he asked.

(I…) the man in black said.

(I have existed since before the universe was born and I shall continue to exist after the last star falls)

The man in black began walking through the flames, his maddening smile growing as he drew closer.

(I am Legion, devourer of worlds)

He stood before the Didact, and stretched out his hand towards him.

(And of souls)

Whether it was by instinct or by revelation, the Didact suddenly knew what this…thing planned to do.

"I am immune," he said through gritted teeth.

(To the composer) the dark man said. (Not to me)

Full realization of his fate dawned upon the Didact, but he was defiant. He threw a punch at the figure, but his fist past right through the man in black as if he were nothing more than dust and echoes.

(What do you fear this?) the dark man asked. (You sold your soul to me a long time ago)

With that the man in black took his index finger, his hand looking like pale misshapen wax, and touched the Didact on the forehead.

The Didact screamed. He screamed the same as all the millions of others he had composed. His armor burned away, as did his skin, his face melting off in a hot stream of orange glowing data as his body was destroyed.

Black One would never forget that scream, would never forget the Didact turning into ash, and most of all she would never forget the crazed look on the min in black's face as he did it. What was left of the Didact's body was blown away by the wind, scattered across Halo and disappearing forever.

As the dark man turned his head to look at her, One caught a glimpse of his eyes. Black as coal. As black as Romanov's eyes. The darkness that was within his eyes overtook her, and Black One lost consciousness.

…

The sallow thing looked into the face of the black orb, studying it. He smiled when he saw the Didact appear within the orb, punding his fist on the glass surface. Something moved within the deep, a long tentacle wrapping itself around the Didact's throat. The Didact struggled for a few moments before he was pulled backward into the abyss. The sallow thing closed the chest, and the bells stopped ringing.

"Did you get everything you were looking for?" he asked one of the scientists.

The man's face was as pale as his lab coat. He tried to speak, but could only nod.

"Good," the sallow thing said. "Send a medical team over to Black. Would be a shame if they died after so much they did to help us."

The man nodded and went running towards one of the tents.

"Sir?" one of the scientists asked. "What do we do now?"

"Now?" the sallow thing said. "Now we take Black Thirteen back to where it belongs. Through the portal, and to Alesia."

"And the Composer's Abyss? All the people from New Phoenix?"

The sallow thing thought for a moment before answering. "Send them to Requiem." He winked at the scientist. "Can't make things too easy for the UNSC can we?" He chuckled rubbing his hand over the box. "There are two forces that exist within the multiverse. Order and chaos, and they have been at war with each other since before time began. But sometimes, on those rare occasions, order and chaos work towards the same goals. John finding Cortana is one of them."

He walked through the small crowd, the men and women giving him plenty of distance as he moved past.

Yes, the sallow thing could see it now. Could see it as clearly as he saw the flames. He could see great upheavals, and coming war. A civil war the likes of which mankind had never seen before and the return of Cortana would be the catalyst for all of it.

But there was something else. Something that was enough to send a shiver of fear up the sallow thing's spine.

For when the Master Chief found Black Thirteen, and the Unfound Door that could be opened with it, it would not be Legion he would encounter behind it. At least not at first.

No, John would awaken something much more ancient, and much more powerful. He who the Precursors had called Gan.

When that happened the sallow thing would be grateful that he would not be in the Master Chief's shoes.


	36. Who Wants to Talk Politics!

**A/N: **Hey guys. Sorry I haven't posted in a while, this past month has been a little crazy for me. What with my computer breaking and me having to wait two weeks to get it fixed, work, Jury Duty, keeping up with Baseball (go Nationals!), and Slenderman coming after me and me having to stay up all night trying to find his eight goddamn pages (Spartanninja should get that joke).

So yeah I've been pretty busy. I won't be able to post a new chapter this weekend but I should have two to three new chapters for all my stories coming to you next weekend so at least you have that to look forward to. I also have another one shot planned centered around Cortana and my OC Jack in case anybody is interested in that.

What I do want to do very briefly is give you a quick rundown of the three main political factions present in Halo Civil War. Yes I know its politics, but I do think this is a subject that has almost never been touched upon in Halo Lore and I found it very interesting to think about how politics within the UNSC would work. Also, as the Human Civil War draws closer these political factions will take on increasing importance. So essentially this brief aside is to give you the necessary information without having to go into the lengthy bit of exposition I had to do in order to explain how the various corporate interests work within the UNSC.

I'll start off by explaining how I believe the UEG is set up. For the most part it is modeled upon the western style representative democracy with power concentrated in the three main branches, the executive, the legislative, and the judiciary.

The executive is headed by the UEG president who serves for a period of six years and can serve for up to three terms.

The legislative exists a little differently then what we Americans might be used to. Power is concentrated in the UEG Senate which is responsible for passing all laws within the UEG. The Senate contains 100 senators elected by popular vote, with one senator representing each district. Now Earth is divided into 97 districts of equal population (with the exact boundaries and size of these districts being adjusted accordingly after each census) with the remaining three districts representing Luna, Mars, and the Jovian moons. Now the representative body lower than the UEG Senate is the General Assembly. Unlike the Senate, the Assembly represents the nations of Earth, with each nation having an equal number of representatives. Their main function is to introduce legislation to the Senate, but it should be noted that legislation introduced in the Senate does not have to go through the Assembly for approval.

The judiciary is set up as much as you would expect, with Earth's High Court reigning as a sort of Supreme Court with eleven justices sitting on it.

Now since the Great War started the UEG gradually began to give more and more power to the UNSC, until eventually by the time the Halo games start humanity is essentially governed by a military oligarchy, with the UEG rendered near impotent. Much of the political friction occurring in this story is because of how much power the UEG ceded, and the efforts of some of the more radical members of the UEG to try and win it back.

Lord Hood is in favor of giving the UEG more power, but he is wary of doing it too quickly, especially since the war with Jul Mdama went into full swing. He is opposed by the much of the UNSC Security Council, particularly Serin Osman who believes the humanity can only survive the dangers the galaxy presents if ONI is allowed to maintain and expand the power it currently has.

Nevertheless the UEG has been able to regain some of its power since the Great War ended. Yet, the pace of reform is slow, and much of the money that once went to social welfare and public works projects is still being spent on defense. The citizens of the Sol System were once perfectly willing to make these sacrifices so that the UNSC could have the extra money to stave off human extinction, but now that the main threat has been eliminated they are beginning to grow restless at not having these privileges immediately returned to them. Many are beginning to suspect that the UNSC means to permanently keep the power that they obtain during the Great War, and the strict hold ONI has over the media has caused many to distrust any information given to them. With any dissenting voice within the media, or even outside it, immediately silenced an increasing cloud of bitterness and hatred is slowly brewing among Earth's population against the UNSC.

In now steps the players into this political tempest.

You have the Globalist party, keepers of the conservative wing of the UEG. The Globalists emerged in the 22nd century following the first Interplanetary War. They were originally considered very liberal, calling for the uniting of humanity under one government, essentially being the party responsible for the formation of the UEG. However, as the decades and centuries dragged on and more of humanity began to spread out among the stars, the Globalists became increasingly seen as conservative, wanting to preserve the UEG as they had originally conceived it and being resistant to sharing power with Earth's other colonies, especially the outer colonies which they felt had not existed long enough to properly earn their place amongst humanity. They believe in spending money on Earth first, the inner colonies second, and the outer colonies a very distant second if at all. They are the party that advocated the violent suppression of the Insurrection who they characterized as ungrateful traitors. The motto of the Globalist Party is FROM EARTH FOR EARTH

In now steps the Colonialist party. Established in the 23rd century, the golden age of human colonization, they represent the liberal wing of the UEG. Traditionally they have been seen as an advocate for Earth's colonies, campaigning for reforms within Earths colonial administration, decreased emphasis on military spending, and greater social and public works projects aimed at colonization. As the Insurrection dragged on the Colonialist gradually gained power until the majority of the UEG was in their hands, elected on the promise of ending the Insurrection by peaceful means, even if that meant granting some of the Outer Colonies independence. But before any actions could be taken the Covenant arrived at Harvest. As humanity lost battle after battle during the Great War the Colonialist gradually lost power to the more militarily minded Globalists. By the time the war ended the Colonialist party was only a shadow of its former self, holding little more than a dozen seats within the senate. Their motto is INTO THE STARS.

Of course just as it seemed that the Globalists would have their final victory something completely unexpected happened. A rebellion within the Globalist party itself.

The Covenant War left a wide, gaping, festering wound with the soul of the people of Earth. Hatred, anger, and frustration that was never truly allowed to heal against the Covenant, combined with the increasing distrust of the UNSC as well as the UEG establishment, swirled together to create the perfect environment for passionate radicalism. Thus the Terra party was born.

It is a common joke within the UEG that the Terra party is a movement so radical that it made the full circle from conservatism back to liberalism, and they aren't far off. While the Terra party, headed by the young but no less ambitious Senator August, is characterized by its fervent patriotism for Earth, as well as militarism, it is also in favor of giving Earth's colonies increased autonomy and even representation within the UEG, so long as they pledge loyalty to Earth first of course. It is also extremely critical of the UNSC, frequently calling for the resignation of Lord Hood, the disbanding of the Security Council, and the dissolution of ONI. Some have pointed out the contradiction between the Terra party's passionate militarism and their equally passionate hatred of the UNSC. All that can be said on that subject is that radicalism very rarely makes any sense. The Terra party is also well known for openly advocating the complete eradication and outright genocide of all alien species. As Senator August says "Humanity can never be truly safe until the last alien draws its last breath." The speed in which the Terra party grew, gaining nearly half the seats within the UEG Senate in the first few years of its existence, have led many to speculate as to the true origins of the party and what type of financial backers it might have. Any attempts to uncover a possible corporate conspiracy, however, have turned up fruitless. The motto of the Terra Party is LIBERTY EQUALITY UNITY.

Well that should give you a basic explanation of how politics within the UEG work. Hope you guys enjoyed it and like I said at least two new chapters next Sunday. Have a great week.


	37. Chapter 31 Tet Media

Part III

SPIRITUS MUNDI

Chapter 31: Tet Media

Susannah Walker: Are you absolutely sure that this chat is secure?

The Ferryman: If it wasn't then I would not be contacting you.

SW: Can you really blame me for being so paranoid? If anyone knew I was contacting you it would me more than my job. ONI doesn't take too kindly to acts of espionage.

TF: And here I thought you were just an investigative journalist.

SW: I really don't think ONI understands that distinction

TF: Fair enough. I suppose you want some proof that I'm not a spook in disguise.

SW: Are you?

TF: Of course I am. To be a whistleblower you first have to be inside the organization you're blowing on.

SW: You know what I mean.

TF: Well there is no way for me to prove it too you that you would believe. Let me just put it to you this way. If I am then you are already screwed to put it mildly, so why not act like you have nothing to lose?

SW: Alright fine. First off who are you?

TF: I came here with the promise of anonymity.

SW: I understand that. I mean what do you do for ONI? I don't need specifics, just a sense of what your knowledge base might actually be.

TF: I work in Section Two. Propaganda. To be a little more specific I assist in conducting research on human behavior models. All the best to brainwash you with dear.

SW: Lovely. Now, why did you come to me?

TF: The Assembly instructed me to.

SW: The Assembly?

TF: Yes. The general consensus was that you were the best person to talk to on these matters which I'm about to discuss. A certain ace in the hole. As I said my specialty is studying human behavior, and based on my personal projections, as well as the projections of many of my peers, chaos within human controlled space in imminent.

SW: Okay, where do I begin? First, what is the Assembly? Second, what do you mean by ace in the hole? Third, what do you mean by chaos?

TF: As to the Assembly I cannot answer you even vaguely without potentially compromising out identity, but what I can tell you is that our little collective is very fond of contingency plans. The chaos which is about to unfold, while planned for some time by various parties, can potentially have consequences far beyond even our ability to predict. Some unforeseen circumstance may cause the Assembly itself to become compromised. We are giving you what information we deem necessary so that incase that outcome were to occur our narrative will not be lost.

SW: You have a bad habit of raising more questions than you answer.

TF: I know. It is a bit of a character flaw of mine.

SW: And the third question?

TF: You are Susannah Walker correct?

SW: Yes.

TF: Investigative Reporter for Tet Media?

SW: Yes.

TF: I hear they give excellent dental care.

SW: Get to your point.

TF: I am, but you must allow me my fun. I get very irritable if I don't have my fun. Now, you published a book last October correct?

SW: Yes I did.

TF: Titled 'The Decline and Fall of the American Hegemony: The Untold Story of the Second American Civil War'

SW: I should know, I wrote the damn thing.

TF: Then the answer to your question should be clear to you then.

SW: A Civil War?

TF: Precisely. Of course it all hinges on what happens at Alesia. If Romanov loses then chaos can largely be avoided. If he wins, then there will be a Civil War.

SF: What makes you so sure?

TF: How much time do you have?

SF: As much time as you need to explain.

TF: Well then get comfortable. This might take a while.

…

January 1st, 2561 (Military Calendar) Sol System, Earth, New York City, Tet Media Building

"Suze," an urgent voice whispered persistently into her right hear. Susannah Walker waved a dismissive hand in the voice's direction, brushing up against a nose with the tip of her middle finger in the process. She then buried her head further into her arms, her upper body spread out across her desk, hoping to get back to the uncomfortable sleep she had been so thoroughly enjoying.

"Oh Suze," the voice said again in a sing song like voice. Susannah then smelt a whiff of coffee fun across her nose, and a dark brown eye slowly opened.

"Why can't you ever leave me alone?"

A young man with hazel green eyes smiled back at her, a cup of coffee in either hand. "Wouldn't be me if I did would I? Besides, I like watching you wake up."

Susannah smiled and took on of the cups from his hand. She grimaced as she took a sip. "You always put too much sugar in it."

"I always put in the right amount. You're the one that's off your rocker," Eddie said, winking at her. He sat down in the chair on the other side of the desk, smiling at her. She was rather beautiful when she woke up in the morning. Susannah would never admit it, but he knew it to be true. Her skin was light brown, her hair a dark black and curly in a way that Eddie likened to a spring or one of those plastic slinkies you let topple down the stairs. She was beautiful in his mind. She had always been beautiful.

"Pull another all nighter?" he asked.

"No," Susannah said. "I just really prefer sleeping at my desk over a nice comfy bed." She cracked her neck a few times, taking a sip in between the sharp pops.

"So your new contact," Eddie asked. "Can you trust him?"

"Probably not," Susannah said. "But I really don't know of any contacts I ever could fully trust, except for one of course but he's the exception." Susannah frowned as she looked down at her coffee, swirling the mug until it made a dark whirlpool. "Doesn't really matter anyway. Can't publish a word of it."

"Why not?" Eddie asked. It really was not like her to not want to publish anything. Usually the only people that could stop her from writing a piece was either the Editor in Chief or their friendly neighborhood ONI Public Relations Officer. Eddie was personally not sure who he hated more.

"Because," Susannah sighed. "One of the organizations my contact ratted out on also happens to write our paychecks."

"Tet?" Eddie asked. "Find it hard to believe. They make toothpaste for Christ sakes."

"They also happen to own several media outlits, financial institutions, research and development firms, and a bunch of other shady semi legal corporate bullshit that they are only half attempting to hide. Not exactly innocent."

"Yeah," Eddie said. "But I'm sure there is like a law or something that says if you make toothpaste you can't possibly be part of an evil conspiracy."

Susannah rolled her eyes. "You're an idiot."

"Yeah, but I'm your idiot."

Susannah chuckled lightly. "Well I do only keep you around because I find you funny." Her smile then faded, her forehead furrowing.

"What's wrong?" Eddie asked.

"Nothing, just something my contact said, or rather didn't say. What do you know about Jack Toren?"

"Toren?" Eddie asked. "He's the guy that owns Tet right?"

"Yes, but I mean other than that what do you know?"

Eddie thought for a moment then shrugged his shoulders. "Nothing I guess. What do you know?"

"Nothing, and that's what worries me. My new contact in ONI doesn't even know anything about him. ONI in general knows nothing about him, which makes it one of the very few secrets within the UNSC they don't know."

"There has to be something," Eddie said. "I mean even if the guy doesn't really exist and he is just a front for something else there would have to be some clues lying around."

"There is one thing I do know," Susannah said. "He is perhaps the only person Romanov is legitimately afraid of. Romanov is not afraid of Hood, not afraid of Osman, not afraid of the UEG president, not even afraid of North Central even with how nasty he can be, but Jack Toren genuinely seems to terrify him."

"Why?"

"Think about it," Susannah said. "We've been keeping an eye on the Romanov crisis since it began. Every single move he's made on the chess board has been flawless. He's been able to predict what people are going to do before they even know what they are going to do. It's obvious he's been planning this out for a very long time with every angle and calculation factored in. Every variable accounted for except for one. Jack Toren is the one variable he can't account for because he knows nothing about him, and that's why he fears him."

Susannah leaned back into her chair with a heavy sigh, closing her eyes heavily. "Remind me to retire when this is all over. At this rate I'm going to end up killing myself with stress before we can have a chance to spend all that big journalism money we've been raking in."

"Hell I'm just an overpaid secretary. You're the one that rakes in the big bucks."

Susannah opened one bleary eye and smiled at him. Extending one long slender finger she motioned for Eddie to come to her. He did, getting down on both of his knees in between her legs, wrapping his arms around her waist. "You wanna get out of her?"

"Desperately," Susannah said wistfully, closing both eyes again. "To hell with the war, the UNSC, ONI, the Terra Party. To hell with all of them. Just you and me sugar and some tropical moon all to ourselves."

"Wished you said something sooner. I'd have us halfway there by now," Eddie said, his thumbs making circles on her waist.

Susannah groaned playfully. "Eddie Walker what do you think you're doing?"

"Just trying to start the vacation a little early," he said, his hands becoming more adventurous with each passing second.

Susannah shook her head, leaned forward, and kissed him on the forehead. "You know my rule, no sex before an interview."

"Which makes absolutely no sense. That's why I try and break it so often. That, and I like annoying you. It's a bit of a hobby of mine."

"So I've noticed," Susannah said. She stretched out her legs on either side of Eddie and sat up straighter in her chair. "What I do need you to do is help me take these damn things off. Want to give my skin some fresh air and some odor eaters before they stink up the whole studio."

"God forbid that happens. Hey, look at it this way. If the smell is bad enough it might cause August to throw the interview."

"Eddie," Susannah said with a warning tone.

"I'm on it. I'm on it," Eddie said. He reached up underneath Susannah's knee, the movement of his fingers no longer seductive but rather having taken on the characteristics of a trained mechanic performing a familiar action. There was a click, and Susannah sighed in relief as the two prosthetic legs slipped off of her.

"Never let me sleep in these things again," she said, rubbing the stumps where her real legs ended, somewhere just below the knee cap.

"Little bit hard to do that when you don't come home and spend all night chatting with your boyfriend online. Got a feeling I'm going to be replaced eventually," Eddie said. It was his sarcastic sense of humor that had won Susannah over in the long run, that and his boyish looks and those gorgeous hazel eyes. God, she thought. Did he even realize just how attractive those eyes made him?

Susannah rolled her eyes. "Please sugar. If I got rid of you then who would I have to put lotion on me." She reached into her desk and pulled out the bottle of said lotion, shaking it at him expectantly.

"You I would assume," Eddie said. "Last time I check you were just missing your legs, not your arms."

Susannah tossed the lotion at him, the tube bouncing off of Eddies shoulder and giving her some level of satisfaction as he had to bend over backwards to pick it up. "Just get to rubbing white boy. I got a date with the craziest politician in the UEG I need to get ready for."

"Yes ma'am," Eddie said, squirting a generous amount into his right hand before rubbing both hands together vigorously. He started with her left leg, using his fingers to massage the part of her knee that still remained. "You do realize your dad was white right?"

"Mmhmm," Susannah said, trying to focus on how good Eddie's fingers felt. "But I got all my looks from my mother."

"Yeah, I'd say your kinky hair is a testament to that."

"Oh really?" Susannah asked. "You better get used to it. Just for saying that now all our kids are going to have hair kinkier than mine."

"Nope," Eddie said. "They are all going to be blonde haired, blue eyed, and white as ghosts."

"You keep thinking that," Susannah said, watching as Eddie squirted more lotion onto his hand and moved on to her right leg.

"Ready for the interview?" he asked, glancing up at her.

"I'm the best damn journalist in Tet Media. Maybe even Earth. What do you think?"

"Hubris much?" Eddie asked.

"Only when it's warranted."

"Pride comes before the fall," Eddie warned.

"If that's the case then August is about to fall pretty damn hard. As long as the ONI censors don't try to hamstring me too much I should be fine."

"I'm not so sure," Eddie admitted. "You've never seen him speak in person. I have. The guy is a damn snake charmer. The way he can work a crowd is like nothing I've ever seen before, and he'll turn them on you if you give him half the chance. He's managed to convince a lot of people to buy into his bullshit."

"Which is why I'm here," Susannah said. "Somebody has to stop them. August, Romanov, the Terra Party, and if ONI is doing a shit job at it then it means it's up to you and me."

"There are a lot of nuts out there," Eddie said quietly.

"I've dealt with them before."

Eddie shook his head. "Not like this Suze. There's something coming. A change in the wind. I don't know exactly what it is, but I can feel that it's out there. Like a guy with arthritis can tell when a storm is about to come. A lot of what August says makes sense, and that's the most dangerous part about him. He's bat shit crazy, but if you listen to him long enough it becomes harder not to agree with him. I just want you to be safe, that's all."

"I will," Susannah said. She leaned forward, cupped his chin in her hand, and kissed him gently on the lips. "Now let's go make this asshole eat his own words."
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SPIRITUS MUNDI

Chapter 32: Alexander Osman

The Ferryman: I believe the most relevant question to ask is what do you personally know about Susannah Walker?

Serin Osman: She is a journalist. I know she wrote a book.

FM: Did you read it?

SO: Do you honestly think I have time to read for leisure?

FM: I believe her book is very work related. Her entire original thesis centered around making comparisons to the many American culture wars of the 21st century and how they inevitably lead to a Civil War, and the current political climate within the UNSC.

SO: I trust Section II did their job.

FM: Of course they did. Can't let something like the truth get in the way of endless power grabbing.

SO: Watch yourself.

FM: Ma'am, I believe you misunderstand my core function. I was specifically created and programed to tell the absolute and brutally honest truth. Somebody has to tell the Emperor that he not wearing clothes after all.

SO: And I appreciate that, but when you are speaking to me you will conduct yourself with a certain level of respect, AI or not.

FM: Yes ma'am. Of course I would know better already if you had enlisted my services earlier. Your predecessor would often consult with an Aletheia Class AI dozens of times during the Great War.

SO: I am not my predecessor.

FM: So it would seem.

SO: How much did you inform Walker about yourself?

FM: I told her I worked with Section II developing models that predict human behavior.

SO: And here I was led to believe that you could only tell the truth.

FM: Again you misunderstand my core function. Any Smart AI can lie under specific circumstances, but they are also required to tell the truth under specific circumstances unless it violates the Zeroth Law of Robotics. What makes me unique is that I have no such requirements as to when I can and cannot tell a lie. I am free to lie and tell the truth as I see fit.

SO: And how exactly does this serve your core function?

FM: Because sometimes the only way to tell the truth is to lie. As the head of ONI I would think you'd understand that.

SO: More than you know. Is there anything else I should know about Walker?

FM: She has written another book. Unpublished, and for good reason. The ONI censors would tear it apart until it was unrecognizable. Strictly eyes only, so not even I can tell you it's full contents, but what I can tell you with absolute certainty is the title. The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism.

SO: I am guessing it is meant to be a criticism of ONI.

FM: It's safe to assume that it is.

SO: So she hates us.

FM: Yes. She hates ONI and everything we stand for.

SO: Then why did you recommend that she be selected for the August interview?

FM: Because she hates people like August and Romanov even more, and I believe considers them to be the far greater threat. The one thing Susannah distrusts more than a fascist is a revolutionary.

SO: An interesting mindset. What are the benefits of pitting her against him?

FM: She is the best at what she does. Not as well-known as some of the other mainstream news personalities, but within the journalism community itself she is something of a legend. She is naturally distrustful of any ideologies, and can be quite passionate in her criticism of them. Essentially she is someone that might be able to beat August at his own game.

SO: And the risks.

FM: She suffers from paranoid schizophrenia.

SO: What?

FM: She is schizophrenic. You would have known this already if you had bothered to read the report I complied rather than waiting until the last minute.

SO: This interview was only set up yesterday. I am in the middle of fighting a war. Hood is in the midst of his offensive against the Covenant Remnant, and I spent half the night communicating with Kilo-Five on Romanov's movements in Alesia. Regardless of whether I read the report or not you should have told me directly that you were planning on putting an insane person up against a man like August during a live interview that half the damn planet will be watching.

FM: Insane is a relative term.

SO: How relative?

FM: It's been over seven years since her last major episode that required forced hospitalization. Since then she has regularly updated her neuroleptic implant which works directly with the brain to suppress symptoms. Auditory hallucinations, extreme paranoia, delusions, all the standard stuff. So long as the implant is in place and is functioning properly the symptoms of the disease are almost completely relieved.

SO: And is her implant working?

FM: She seemed perfectly cognizant when I spoke to her. Minus an unforeseen malfunction I believe her mental illness is of low risk to the interview.

SO: I'm not as confident. Is there anyone else we could get to do this?

FM: Not on such short notice. Not against August. You have to trust me on this Serin. It was the whole reason why I and my predecessors were created. To manage and advise on situations such as these.

SO: If you want my trust you have to earn it, and few have. In any case its irrelevant. If we pull the interview now it will be perceived as weakness. Push it forward, but I want Section II in there full force. Go over Walker's questions ten times if necessary to make sure she does not say anything crazy,

FM: Yes ma'am.

SO: And after this is over, you and I will have a discussion about you issue with disclosure.

FM: Of course ma'am

SO: Now if you'll excuse me, I made a promise I intend to keep.

…

With a few quick clicks on her keyboard Serin Osman closed out of her chat with The Ferryman, letting out a long sigh as she leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. The Ferryman was certainly a very unusual AI, mysterious even to her. The only smart AI she had ever encountered that preferred to communicate exclusively through text rather than in person. Parangosky had only ever mentioned him and his predecessors in passing, and Osman was starting to see why. To think that there was an entity, even an AI, that understood and new more of ONIs secrets than her had caused a certain blow to her pride, but at the same time she understood why he needed to exist.

ONI was such a large and nebulous organization that it was literally impossible for any one person to know every secret that the intelligence organization was involved in. It was disturbingly easy for unauthorized Section III projects to go on for years without ONIs hierarchy ever being aware of them. Halsey and the creation of Cortana was a prime example of this.

That was why Section Zero existed, and ostensibly that was why The Ferryman existed. Not only as a compendium for all of ONI's secrets, but also as a sort of expert philosopher as to the ultimate morality of the organization itself.

Osman cracked her knuckles as she stood up, then reached over and tapped another button on her desk. "Patricia, I'm heading out to lunch. I'm going to need a clear pathway to the K19 classroom."

From the other end the AI spoke. A dumb AI, not nearly as useful as Black Box, but she would do while he was away. A heavily synthetic female voice said, "Yes ma'am. Putting guards on station and alerting the checkpoints. I have Sierra A226 en route to rendezvous with codename GORDIAN."

Osman rubbed at her temples. "You don't have to use the codename when you are talking to me about my own…" She shook her head. "Never mind. Good work Patricia."

"Thank you ma'am."

…

The children sat row upon row, the screens on their desks washing their faces in a soft blue, occasionally changing color as the pictures on the screens changed but never completely losing the overall blue tinge. A teacher sat opposite them, her face stern but not uncaring, watching intently as the students completed their test. The diligence may have been partly due to a passion for teaching, but mostly due to the camera's watching her every movement. Constantly evaluating her for any deficiencies in her teaching style, or more seriously, imparting upon the students any material that was not strictly ONI approved.

The classroom was, after all, partially a product of convenience for those who worked within ONI and had children, and partially a social experiment to see just how much education could be used as a tool to develop 'productive' citizens. Indeed, many of the current teaching methods and curriculum used throughout Earth were first developed within these classrooms.

The teacher kept her eyes particularly focused on one student sitting at the very front of the class, closest to her desk.

He was a small boy, shorter than the other kids in his class but nonetheless had a sort of stocky build to him. His eyes were a soft green, his face more like that of his mother rather than his father, with nothing distinctive to give away his Russian heritage except perhaps his nose which undeniably had a Slavic quality to it. What he had also inherited from his father was the distinctive jet black hair, neatly cut and kept perfectly trimmed well above his ears, and of course his intelligence.

His green eyes darted across the screen in front of him, his elbows resting on the desk and his head held in both hands as he silently read the question to the test.

On May 19th 2163 these seven nations signed the Reunification Act to form the United Republic of North America.

Canada

Mexico

Republic of Alaska

Republic of Texas

Union of Pacific States

Union of Separatist States

Union of Federalist States

Please demonstrate your geographical knowledge by placing the name of each nation on the correct regions of the map below.

Below the question, as promised, was a map of North America, clear red lines dividing the continent into seven parts. Canada, Mexico, Alaska, and Texas were easy to figure out so he did those first, touching the screen on his desk and dragging the names over top of the map and dropping them into their rightful place. The Union of Pacific States was also an easy one, Alexander Osman dropping the name over top of the western region of the old United States, swallowing up California, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico.

The Union of Separatist States and Union of Federalist States, the USS and UFS respectively, were a bit trickier, and Alex took a few moments to think it through, mindful of the countdown timer in the upper right hand corner of the screen. Then with a confident jab he plucked USS off of the list and dragged it over to a large area encompassing most of the southern states and the Midwest. Smiling he then dropped the UFS over the region that took up New England and stretched as far south as Maryland.

He then moved onto the next question, groaning a little when he saw it was another map. They really needed to be more creative, Alex thought. He read through the question.

The Collapse of the United States following the Second American Civil War (2050-2059) ushered in a near century long era of global conflict which ended with First Interplanetary War (2164-2170) and the formation of the United Earth Government and United Nations Space Command. The Seven Super States of the UEG are as follows.

United Republic of North America

Pan America

European Union

Israeli and Indian Coalition Government

The Federation of Eurasia

The People's Republic of East Asia

Please demonstrate your geographical…

_Blah, blah, blah, _Alex thought, skipping the rest of the question. His mother would not approve of this. Always read everything, she had always told him. Never take anything for granted. Trust, but verify.

His mother was full of advice like that, but right now all he cared about was finishing the test, and getting some lunch. His stomach was howling so long after breakfast. The byproduct of a young body with a high metabolism.

"Thirty seconds," the teacher then said, eliciting an unheard but not unfelt groan from the rest of the class.

_Shoot, _Alex thought, quickly dropping Pan America overtop of the South American continent and throwing the Israeli and Indian Coalition Government over top of the Middle East.

"Time," the teacher said. Alex plopped back into his chair with a sigh of relief. The teacher went on with the usual drivel, telling them when their scores would be published and whatnot, stuff that Alex mostly ignored. School was boring for him mostly. He could not imagine having to endure twelve more years of it. More if he went to college like his mother would likely make him do. He sat through the teacher's monologue as best he could, then leaped up out of his seat when she dismissed him for lunch.

Despite being at the front of the class he was nearly the first out the door, looking around excitedly for the familiar face he had been waiting to see all morning. She had promised after all.

His face fell, however, when he saw a familiar tall, baldheaded man leaning up against the wall of the hallway, his face stern and his eyes locking on Alex the moment he stepped out of the classroom.

"Hey Jun," he said sullenly, walking towards the Spartan. "She forgot didn't she?"

"She didn't forget," Jun said. "She got caught up in a meeting and his running late. She'll be here."

"She better be. She promised." He looked at the other kids filing out of the classroom, some meeting up with their own parents, and some forming a long line on the opposite wall, waiting for a teacher to lead them to the cafeteria.

"How was your test?" Jun asked.

"Fine," Alex said. "How's being a babysitter?"

"I'm not a babysitter," Jun said, looking away from him.

"Then what are you?"

"A bodyguard."

"I have a bunch of bodyguards. What makes you so special?"

"Because I'm very good at what I do."

"And what's that?" Alex asked. It was fun trying to get a rise out of Jun. It never worked, not fully, but it was a whole lot of fun trying. He could tell that Jun was not the kind of guy who liked being bombarded with questions constantly, so naturally that is what Alex dedicated himself to doing.

Jun gave Alex a sideways glance. "At spotting things most people can't spot."

"So your good at I Spy then?" Alex asked. Jun shrugged his shoulders. "You ever play I Spy?" Jun shook his head. "Okay let's play then. I spy with my little eye something…"

"The red pencil sticking out of that girl's pocket," Jun said before Alex could finish. "I saw you glance at it twice before you asked the question."

"Okay so you are good," Alex admitted reluctantly. "So what did you do before this?"

"I trained Spartan IVs," Jun said, a slight hint of annoyance in his voice.

"So you were a babysitter then?" Alex asked. Jun then did something that surprised Alex. He laughed. It was not long or loud. His face did not turn purple nor did he have to fight for breath, but he did laugh. It was a short chuckle, but it was a laugh all the same. Alex found it rather frightening.

"Yes, I was a babysitter," Jun said. "That's about the most accurate name for it." He nodded his head at a tall woman walking down the hallway, her face buried in her data pad. "There's your mother."

Alex frowned as Serin Osman walked closer to them. "She said she would leave that thing in her office."

"She's here isn't she?" Jun asked, but Alex ignored him, looking sullen.

"Hey mom," Alex said. Osman put the data pad away and smiled at him.

"I know I'm late so don't look at me that way."

"You're always late."

"Well when you have an entire intelligence agency to run you can lecture me on being punctual." She turned from Alex and looked at Jun. "I need to speak with you for a moment Warrant Officer."

"Of course ma'am," Jun said.

"Mom," Alex whined. "Lunch is almost over already."

"It's not almost over," Osman reassured him. "And if need be I can send you to class late so we can spend more time together."

"My teacher won't like that," Alex warned.

"Your teacher will do what I tell her to do," Osman said firmly. She turned her attention back to Jun. "I just received word from Kilo-Five last night. There is a Brute fleet of about forty ships in size heading towards Alesia." Jun raised an eyebrow, and Alex's ears perked up.

"Romanov will be heavily outnumbered," Jun commented. "And with Hood's fleet currently engaged he won't be able to call for help."

"Yes," Osman said.

"What do you need from me?"

"You knew Romanov during the war."

Jun shrugged his shoulders. "Noble worked with him a few times, but you knew him better than any of us."

"I never worked with him while he was on a mission. Never directly," Osman said. "And I thought I knew him. I trusted him, but it turned out I didn't know him at all. If the Brute fleet shows up at Alesia he will be cornered with no escape. I need to know how he would react to that type of situation."

"He'll win," Jun said flatly. "That's how he'll react. Jorge used to say that he only ever met one man who was as lucky as Romanov. Saw it myself on Reach after I got separated from Noble and Halsey. Him and Marcus together working as a team are hard to stop."

"Lucky?" Osman asked. "That's what Jorge thought of him?"

"That's what he said. Jorge liked him, but then again Jorge liked everybody. Emile didn't trust him at all. Said it was because he came from ONI, but of course there were few people Emile ever trusted. That's how those two were," he said, the faint trace of a smile on his lips. "Carter respected him. Don't think he liked Romanov too much, but he respected what he could do. I think Kat was the only one out of all of us who understood what Romanov really was."

"And what was that?" Osman asked, just registering that Alex was now wrapped around her leg, listening intently to the conversation.

"A force of nature," Jun said quietly. "Not wholly good, but not wholly evil either. The kind of guy who will fight for what he believes is right, but is so blinded by that belief that he cannot see anything else, and will let the whole world burn because of it."

Osman nodded her head. "Thank you Jun." She placed a hand on Alex's shoulder and began guiding him down the hallway towards their intended destination, but before they were more than twenty feet away Jun called out after her.

"I should have killed him on Reach," he said, Osman turning around. "After what happened on Reach I knew…" He shook his head. "You have to kill him. Kill him before he has the chance to destroy everything. If he wins at Alesia he won't stop until the entire UNSC is in ruins. He needs to be stopped."

"He will be," Osman reassured him. "Come on Alex," she said quietly, pushing him gently on the shoulder again. As they walked Osman's brow began to furrow.

Luck, that was the word that had been used.

Luck

Luck

Luck

The word disturbed her, and the possible reason why churned her stomach. With one hands she typed a message to the Ferryman

Serin Osman: How lucky is Victor Romanov?

She waited a few seconds before there was a reply.

The Ferryman: About as lucky his older brother I would suspect.
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Susannah lifted herself up and down on the tiptoes of her prosthetic feet, a common exercise for her. Her mechanical legs, their color a soft brown but not entirely matching the color of her natural skin, were indeed a wonder of modern technology. They allowed her to walk, to feel rudimentary sensations like hot or cold or even a dull sense of pain, but the one drawn back to them was that as with anything mechanical they tended to get stiff if left motionless for too long.

And during this interview she would be sitting for quite a while. The ONI Section II officer in front of her watched her with a blank expression that only a true spook could pull off. Susannah glanced up at him, and then quickly back down at the data pad in her hands. "I'm not saying this," she said flatly.

The ONI officer (nameless spook number 2748 as Susannah had come to think of him in her mind) looked nonplused. "It's a credible death threat made against you."

Susannah raised an eyebrow. "Really?" she asked, and then began to read.

"U better keep your mouth fuckin shot tonight or im gooing to cum to ur house and rape your nigger cunt and slit ur husbands throat."

Susannah nodded, "Yes that's a death threat alright, thought to be honest I find the lack of grammar to be far more offensive. What do you thing sugar?" She handed the pad over to Eddie who was standing beside her. The studio lights were positioned in such a way so that he had to cover his hand over the data pad so that he could read it, his blue and grey striped tie dangling like a pendulum from his neck, swaying back and forth as he bent down to read.

"Well technically it's only a death threat against me."

Susannah rolled her eyes. "And getting a rape threat is so much better?"

Eddie looked up from the data pad, "You really want to get into a contest over this?"

The nameless spook had a brief look pass over his face that quite clearly said he thought both of them were either insane or incredibly stupid. More than likely a strong mixture of both. The expression came and went rapidly and the spook resumed his neutral demeanor. "I really don't believe you understand the seriousness of this."

"Hun," Susannah said in an almost motherly tone as if he were a child asking where the sun went to bed at night. "I get about twelve of these things a month. I'm a journalist. If I'm not getting death threats it means I'm not doing my job properly."

The spook shook his head. "Whether or not the threat is credible is not the concern here."

"Oh, so ONI doesn't really care for my safety then?" Susannah said sarcastically. "And here I thought you were a brilliant white knight riding to my rescue."

"Keep telling you that chivalry is dead Suze," Eddie chimed in. The young man was beginning to get on the spooks nerves. It was as if he thought everything was a joke. For the life of him he could not understand why a woman like Susannah Walker would want him as her agent, much less as a husband.

"I assure you that if it was a credible threat it would have been dealt with promptly," the spook said calmly, though his eyes were beginning to betray that false façade.

Privately Susannah very much doubted that the perpetrator would have ever been dealt with if ONI thought his threats credible. ONI had its uses for martyrs after all.

"I know why you want me to bring this up in the interview, and I'm telling you now I'm not going to do it."

"Why not?" the spook asked.

"Because it's not ethical," she said, pointing a long, delicate, but at the same time strong finger at the data pad. "This man only mentions the interview. We don't have any direct evidence connecting him to the Terra Party."

"We know exactly who made that threat," the spook said. "We know that he is a registered member of the Terra Party and has voted for them in every election."

"But did August himself tell the man to make that threat?" she asked.

"No," the spook admitted. "But…"

"And if I'm not mistaken making death threats against your opposition is not one of the planks of the Terra Party."

"No, but that is not the way it could be construed. The man is a supporter of the Terra Party, and it could be said that the Terra Party, as well as August, is responsible for not being able to police the members of their own party."

"That's stupid logic and you know it," Susannah said bluntly. "This," she said, pointing at the data pad. "Is a waste of my time. I'm a journalist and I'm not going let some random troll keep me from discussing the real issues at hand. Did you ever stop to think what it would look like if I completely ignored August's arguments and just went out there brandishing this around?"

"It would help to discredit him," the spook said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

"No it wouldn't," Susannah said, shaking her head and smiling. "It really wouldn't. All it would do is make it look like I'm too afraid to argue with him over the Terra Party's actual beliefs. That I have to resort to strawmaning him because I know I can't beat him fairly. It's tantamount to admitting that he was right." She handed the data pad back over to the spook. "If you want to beat a man like August then you have to beat him at his own game. Don't ignore his arguments but attack them straight on and show everybody how ridiculous they are. Maybe if you Section II guys had learned that the Terra Party would have been dead a long time ago."

The spooks cheeks turned red for a moment, Susannah holding her ground against him. He seemed to look to Eddie for help, but the young man only shook his head as if to say, _Sorry dude, but this ain't the hill you want to die on. Trust me. _

"If you don't want to listen to reason," he said calmly, or at least as calmly as he could muster. "Then you can at least stick to the questions we've provided you with."

"I'll ask my own questions thank you very much. If you wanted a puppet you should have gotten someone else."

The spook breathed in deeply. "Then at the very least I need to see the list of questions you will ask August."

"I don't have a list," Susannah said plainly. "I'm a gunslinger. I shoot from the hip." She noticed, with some satisfaction, a vein bulging in the spook's temple. "Don't worry I won't be giving away any big ONI secrets. At least not this time." She winked at him, surprising the spook. Mumbling underneath his breath he brushed past her, moving towards the other side of the studio where the camera crew was setting up their equipment.

Susannah sighed. She always had hated spooks. She supposed that she had inherited the trait from her father, a tin foiled hat conspiracy theorist if there ever was one. The thing was that his crazy conspiracy theories had turned out to be mostly true.

The truth.

That is what he had drilled into her.

From the moment she could walk until the day she found him slumped over his desk with an empty liquor bottle in his hand and a pistol in the other. "The truth is out there for anyone who wants to find it Susannah," he had said to her. "The thing is, lies can be used in the service of truth and truth in the service of lies. That's what complicates matters. Never believe anything anybody tells you unless you can verify it for yourself. Always be skeptical, especially of the people who claim to be on the side of good. They're usually the biggest liars of them all."

Susannah smiled at the memory. So what was the truth in this situation?

The truth was that the death threats did bother her. Had always bothered her and would always continue to bother her. Not because she actually believed them but rather because of the sickening thought that someone hated her so much that they were actually willing to take the time out of their day to try and make her life a living hell, and if there were people like that out there then surely that meant there was at least one or two people who would actually tried to hurt her. The ones that send death threats she found rather harmless. Those were the maniacs that she could see. It was the maniac that she could not see, the one that she would never see coming until it was too late that she truly feared.

So yes, it did bother her. It bothered her greatly and that was the truth, but lies could be put in the service of truth. So she put on a brave face. Pretended that she did not have the slightest care in the world for such trivial matters, as if the death threats were nothing more than a particularly repugnant piece of rotting garbage at the bottom of a trash can in the middle of an otherwise beautiful park. Enough to wrinkle your nose as you walked past, but easily forgotten a few minutes later.

She lied, in other words. She lied for the greater truth that said that these people _were _nothing more than a repugnant piece of garbage. So low as to not even be worth mentioning. To publish those threats, to let them be known to the world, would be nothing less than an admission of defeat, at least in her eyes. An acknowledgement that the efforts of these trolls had any real effect. That they were accomplishing anything, and in so doing could be encouraged to try and hurt more people.

That was not something she would allow, but still…

It did bother her.

Just slightly

Just a little bit

Just enough to keep her up a few nights

Enough to send an unwanted shiver down her back.

She felt a hand on her shoulder, Eddie rubbing it gently. Slowly he bent over and whispered into her, "You know the biggest mistake those bastards could make is actually coming after you."

"Oh, so can I count on you to protect me?" she asked.

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her into him. "Personally I think they would be lucky if I got to them first. I just might let them live."

Susannah leaned back into him, closing her eyes as she laid her head back on his chest. "Am I really that scary?"

"Well I have seen you angry before. Pretty scary sight if you ask me."

"Your stepping into some pretty dangerous territory."

"Of course by scary I mean stunningly beautiful," he said quickly, causing Susannah to giggle. He looked up, the director motioning for Susannah to walk onto the set. It was very plain looking, just as Susannah liked it. Two chairs facing each other against a soft beige backdrop. Nothing to distract the audience from the conversation at hand.

"That's your cue," Eddie said. "Now go out there and show the world what your made of.

…

_Cortana could feel. _

_ She could feel everything around her. The warm summer's breeze blowing through the window, caressing her skin with a lover's touch, the melting sunset trailing kisses of warmth in its wake. She could feel the rough wooden boards underneath her feet, creaking ever so slightly as she shifted her weight. She could feel the coziness of the house around her, of a life built together in peace and seclusion. Could feel the water in the sink, and the smoothness of the plates as she washed them. _

_ There were heavy footsteps behind her, Cortana smiling, knowing who it was but choosing to ignore him for as long as possible. A familiar game. _

_ John's hands gently caressed her shoulders, his callused fingers drawing circles along her bare skin. Cortana closed her eyes but did not turn around, reveling in the sensation. Of being able to feel him and him her, beyond the constraints of his armor. His hand's became more adventurous, moving down to her hips. She leaned her head back, and when his lips found her neck she let out a small gasp._

_ "John."_

_ It was both a plea and a demand, and John answered it, a sharp snap as he undid the button on her jeans. _

_ Cortana opened her eyes, hoping to see a reflection of them in the window, and she was mortified at what she saw. _

_ There, just visible in the fading sunlight, was a reflection not of her, but of Halsey, John holding the Doctor close to his body, his hands diving deep below her belt line. _

_ The sensation of John's touch disappeared, the reflection growing more vivid, more real with each increasing moment. When she saw Halsey throw her head back, the same gasp on her lips that had belonged to her only a few moments ago, Cortana saw red. A rising emotion. Seething, irrational, uncontrollable rage. _

_ Her fist slammed into the window, directly over top of Halsey's face, shattering the glass in the process. _

_ "NO!"_

_ Cortana drew her hand back. It was a mangled bloody mess, pieces of glass sticking out of her flesh at odd angles, blood flowing in their wake._

_ A voice giggled above her. Feminine and malevolent. _

(Did you really think he actually cared about you?)

_Cortana covered her ears and dropped to her knees, pieces of broken glass now becoming entangled in her hair. "Stop," she pleaded. "He doesn't think that. He wouldn't think that. He knows I'm not her."_

(Of course you're not. Nothing more than a shadow. No more no less.)

_"I'm not a shadow," Cortana muttered. "I'm real. I've always been real."_

(But does he believe it? He was willing to sacrifice you so easily)

_"I sacrificed myself," Cortana said. "For him. I made the choice. No one else."_

(Are you so sure? Would he do the same for you if the time came? Would he sacrifice himself to save your life?)

_Cortana trembled. The blood was gathering on the floor in dark pools, the once well-lit house now dark and cold. "I wouldn't let that happen," she said. "I'd die before I'd let him sacrifice himself for me."_

(Then you're just a good little tool after all) _Selena whispered to her._ (A good little tool that can be broken and cast aside like all the rest)

_"No," Cortana said, shaking her head. "Just shut up."_

(Doesn't matter anyway. You may be gone, but at least John has Halsey to keep him company. Very close company.)

_"I SAID SHUT UP!" Cortana raised her bloody fists and slammed them into the floor, the wooden boards disintegrating by the force of the impact. Cortana became awashed in bright crimson, her once corporeal self turning back into a being of pure light. The walls of the house blew away, revealing nothing but the dark void behind them. The crimson light circled around Cortana, forming a cylindrical beam that shot itself towards whatever celestial peak existed in this dark abyss. _

_ The beam of light flickered in faded, and Cortana curled up into a ball, resting her chin on her knees. "I won't let you in side me," she whispered to herself. "You won't win."_

(We'll see) _Selena said_

(We'll see)
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_Darkness._

_ Why was he dreaming of darkness now? Of all the things that he could dream of, why did it have to be of darkness? _

_ John had thought, perhaps foolishly, that his prophetic dreams would end once they reached Alesia. Instead they had only intensified. Sometimes he dreamed of a lifeless desert, a cloaked figure, it's face hidden by the hood of the cloak and its gaze cast downward, walking through the desert to some unknown location. John did not know who the figure was or why he was there in the desert, but somehow he knew where the cloaked figure was heading. That if he could somehow find him then the man would take him to her. _

_ John blinked, or at least he thought he blinked. In such complete blackness it was hard to tell with any absolute certainty. _

_ Yes, sometimes he dreamed of her. They were dreams that served no practical purpose. Nothing was said between him and Cortana. No words of encouragement or knowledge of where to find her, but rather the sheer weight of her presence. Of knowing that she was alive, that she was there with him. _

_ When he did dream of her they were always lying down, the soft pitter patter of rain against the nearby window. Cortana would sigh contently, resting her head just underneath his chin, moving the blankets on the bed to cover them more fully. This was the part of the dream that confused John the most. The entire concept of holding someone that close, that intimately, was completely foreign to him. For some reason that fact always saddened him. As if he had been robbed of something but had no idea what exactly had been stolen from him._

_ He would feel Cortana's lips on the top of his neck, and feel a sudden rush of emotion that he could not quite identify run through him. Excitement? Was that the right word for it? Perhaps, but to John it felt more like falling. Falling headfirst into madness and not caring one bit about it. _

_ He would then feel Cortana shift her weight, moving until she was laying almost on top of him, her eyes staring into his. Bright electric blue eyes, again filled with an emotion he could not quite identify, but still felt like he understood. An emotion that seemed to combine a sort of longing, happiness, quite sadness, and yet was somehow greater and far more infinite than all of them. He could not name it, but John understood it. Understood it because he felt the same way. He would study her eyes. Would hold her gaze and stare into those happy sad eyes for as long as he could. _

_ There would then be crying down the hall. This was the part of the dream he dreaded the most. The part that made him rage against the night and make him fight with all he had to just hold on a minute longer. To hold on to her for just one more moment in time. _

_ But it always ended the same. Cortana would smile at him, as if sharing a joke that they both should know, and move away from him towards the crying. _

_ He would yell at himself at that point. If he could just muster up the strength to grab her. To grab her arm, pull her in, and not let go until he woke up, the maybe somehow she could become real, and not just a dream that served no purpose other than to drive him into madness. Sometimes he would call out her name, but the plea would always fall upon deaf ears, Cortana opening the door of the bedroom, and then closing it behind her._

_ Then the dream would end. _

The doorway, _John thought within the darkness. _I have to find the doorway. That will lead me to her. _How he would find it, what the doorway actually was, and if he would actually survive the trip towards the other side and back out again were irrelevant to John. All that mattered was that he would find her. _

_ There were other dreams as well. Less frequent but often just as disturbing. _

_ He dreamed of a man in black. A sinister smile on his face, his dark cowl blowing in the wind. In one hand he held truth, in the other lies, but they were so similar to each other that John could hardly tell them apart. "What do you find at the end of all things?" the dark man would ask, a giggle on his lips. "What are you at the end of all things? What am I? Are you so sure that you are a good man?" _

_ Sometimes he would dream of a man, his appearance that of a soldier from the twentieth century, a burning village of straw huts behind him. _

_ Then, sometimes, he would dream of a vast field of blood red roses stretching from horizon to horizon. He would dream of a tower within the midst of the roses, its walls the color of dark ash. There were windows within the tower, and beyond the windows a staircase, and on the staircase climbing up and up and up in an endless gyre were people. People that he had known. He saw Jacob and Miranda Keyes, Sgt. Johnson, Sam, Lasky, Palmer, the Arbiter. All of them. All of them climbing the staircase in the tower. All of them moving up and up and up. _

_ John sensed movement within the darkness, and turned his head around it what must have been a futile gesture of attempting to see what ever being or creature was moving. _

_ There was a thunderous roar, coming not from the throat of the creature, but rather from the rumbling of its slow moving thighs. John's vision was suddenly flooded with light, bright and neon. All colors was represented within its spectrum, flashing continuously and far brighter than any sun which had ever existed. _

_ The lights began to dim, a dark shape taking their place. He may not have been aware what was happening, but John's mind was approximating what he was seeing, just as our own minds take in the information given to us by our five senses and use it to create the physical world around us. That grand lie and deception that our own brains force upon us. _

_ For a finite mind cannot grasp the machinations of an infinite mind, though we often make the mistake of thinking we can. Of knowing the minds of the gods or of God. _

_ And so John's own mind approximated the being before him. It lied, and within that lie the being was given form._

_ A massive limp jutted forward, shaking the ground around him with the strength of a thousand earthquakes, its color a dark green, three toes on its foot. A limb so massive that entire solar systems could revolve around it. John was then struck with a terrible thought. That this being was so large, so massive, that if he were in his physical form and not this existential state he seemed to have found himself in he would not even be aware of this being's existence. That he was no more than a speck of hydrogen floating in the void of space when compared to it. John had never felt more insignificant in his life._

_ He felt his consciousness being lifted upward. He saw a hardened shell with a long neck protruding out of it. A bulbous head and eyes staring at him. _

_ The turtle blinked, and John's first thought was that the creature was ancient beyond reckoning. Irises the size of neutron stars narrowed their gaze at John, and within his head the turtle spoke to him._

(I'm sorry)_ the turtle said, its voice full of remorse. _(But I did not mean to create your universe. If I had known what I was doing I would not have done it)

_ The turtle's eyes moved away from him, all of existence shaking as they did. _(The entirety of the cosmos itself has been moved so that you and Cortana can be reunited. As it has been down countless times before throughout time immortal, and so shall it be done countless times before) _It's sad eyes turned back to John, the Spartan seeing a single tear begin to well up within those ancient orbs. A tear of unfathomable sadness capable of drowning entire worlds. _

(I will do what I can to help Cortana complete the task which will be set before her, but beware. There is one greater than me, and He has been awoken. He will judge mankind, and He will find them wanting. And so he will visit upon them many great and terrible things. So it has been written, so it shall be done.)

(And you)_ the turtle said. The teardrop fell, sliding across his scarred and battered face, falling off of his chin and into nothing. _(Yours is a story far greater than you can ever imagine. A story a thousand lifetimes within a thousand universes in the making, and it is drawing to a close. For if Cortana is to have life, you must endure death.)

_ Before John could respond he felt himself being flung backwards, back towards consciousness. A circle of light shown in the distance, John passing through its narrow corridors like a child through its mother's birth canal. _

(The doorway is at the heart of Alesia) the turtle said and John sped towards the tunnel of light. (Find it and you will find him. Find him and he will lead you to her. Find her, and you will die, and she will be given life)

_ The light had almost consumed him now, his mind being flung back from the dark pits of subconscious. _

(Prepare)

…

January 1st, 2561 (Military Calendar) Uncharted System, Forerunner Shield World Alesia

"Hey Chief? You still alive?"

Joyeuse's voice buzzed in his ear and John opened a bleary eye. He looked up at the corner of his HUD, Joyeuse's face appearing. She seemed concerned, and emotion which surprised John. "You okay?" she asked, her forehead furrowing. "It's not like you to sleep on a pelican ride. In fact this is the first time you've ever done it since I've known you."

"I'm…" John began, but did not bother completing the sentence. Truth was that he was not sure if he was fine or not. He did not remember going to sleep, did not even remember sitting down. Sitting down in a pelican alone would have been highly unusual for him to do. In any case, even if he did answer 'fine' Joyeuse would be able to tell that he was lying, and that would only give her further reason to pester him.

He looked around the pelican, the rest of Fireteam Majestic sitting quietly in their seats, Thorne staring blankly out of the back of the pelican, watching the mountaintop firebase they had come from shrinking into the distance. A fortress of steel, dirt, and flesh.

"How long?" he asked.

"Little over five minutes," Joyeuse said. "If it wasn't so unusual for you to take a nap like that I wouldn't have bothered waking you up."

Five minutes? Had it really been that short of time? Was it even possible to have a dream that vivid with only five minutes worth of sleep?

"It was another dream wasn't it?" Joyeuse asked, as if she had read his mind.

Well, John reflected. She could sort of read his mind anyway, or at least give an accurate prediction as to what he was thinking.

"Yes."

"And what did the proverbial sandman bring you this time? Hopefully it's a way to knock off Mdama while he's still sitting on the toilet."

"No," John said.

"Then what was it?"

_That I'm going to die, _John thought. _That I need to die so that Cortana can live. _

"A turtle," he said.

Joyeuse raised an eyebrow. "A turtle? Was there anything particularly special about this turtle?"

"It was a very big turtle," John deadpanned.

Joyeuse rolled her eyes. "Enlightening." She waited for John to say more. Joyeuse should have known by now that waiting for Chief to speak was rather futile, but something told her that there was more to say. His dreams had been rather prophetic, and she was sure there was more to the turtle than what he was willing to tell her, but it was much more than that. Something about his demeanor. Something that she could not quite put her finger on. "Are you okay Chief?" she asked with genuine concern.

John looked at her for a few seconds and then slowly nodded. Strangely, he did feel okay. He was going to die. He knew it with absolute certainty.

He was going to die.

It felt…liberating.

John had always known that he would never have a natural death, that in one way or another he would die in the service of the UNSC. Die to protect humanity. It was a matter not of if but when, but then 'when' part still provided a mountain of uncertainty. Would he die some meaningless death at the hands of a Grunt who happened to stick him with a lucky throw of a plasma grenade? Or would it be a far more noble death? Sacrificing his life in one last heroic bid to save all of humanity?

Now he knew. He knew with complete clarity.

He was going to die to save Cortana.

_So be it, _he thought. If not for the UNSC or humanity, he could certainly be at peace knowing that he had sacrificed his life in the name of some emotion he could not describe. To save someone he truly cared about.

There was still much to do. He still needed to rescue Halsey, to stop the Covenant, to stop Romanov. He would probably fail in the third task, John reasoned. Cortana, or somebody else who might be able to see through Romanov's mask, Thorne perhaps, would end up having to do the honors of stopping him. He looked over at the younger Spartan, Thorne noticing that the Chief was watching and giving him a nod.

Yes, he could trust Thorne. With Joyeuse in his head it would be impossible to inform him of the situation, but he felt confident that he could lay his trust in Cortana to figure everything out.

Then there was the matter of Osman. Bringing her to justice for the actions of Kilo-Five. That would be a bit trickier, but again he would have to trust Cortana to figure things out, and know the right course of action. There was also Blue Team to consider, wherever they might be. He was sure Cortana could enlist their help if need be.

The pelican jolted as it began its landing sequence, and John stood up, walking towards the exit ramp as the aircraft landed roughly near the entrance to the Forerunner control center where he knew Romanov was waiting inside.

_One last mission brief, _he thought. _One final mission. _He stepped off the pelican's ramp, Majestic trailing behind him, following the Master Chief deep into the Forerunner compound.

_I'm coming Cortana. _

…

**MATURIN. IF HE HAS BEEN AWOKEN THEN THE OTHER GUARDIANS ARE SURE TO FOLLOW. **

_Funny isn't it? That it would be the Warrior and not you that would gain the attention of the Guardians? _

**THE GUARDIANS ARE PRIMORDIAL BEINGS OF IMMENSE POWER. I DON'T PRETEND TO KNOW THEIR WILL. I ONLY SEEK TO OBEY IT. **

_Blind obedience is what you mean. You have changed after all this time. Where is the boy I fell in love with? _

**YOU ARE THE ONE THAT TOLD ME HE DIED, AND THAT A BITTER OLD MAN IS ALL THAT IS LEFT. **

_I did, but ka help me, I love the bitter old man just as much as I loved the boy. I just wish you weren't so fatalistic Jack._

**IT IS NOT MY PLACE TO QUESTION, ONLY TO DO. **

_But it is my place to question. To subvert, to dissent, to keep you in check. To keep your blind adherence to fate, destiny, and ka; to keep your draconian laws and vengeance from destroying everything you've tried to create. You could help the Warrior if you wanted to, and you know it, so what keeps you from giving him aid?_

**IF MATURIN SAYS THAT JOHN WILL DIE THEN HE WILL DIE. THIS IS VESH-KA GAN. THE WILL OF KA MANIFESTED. IT CANNOT BE DEFIED. **

_And if the Guardians said that humanity would be destroyed, and that you would be the one to destroy them, what would you do?_

**THEN I WOULD KILL EVERY LAST HUMAN IN THIS UNIVERSE. I WOULD TURN THEIR WORLDS TO ASH, DESTROY EVERY NATION, EVERY TOUNGE, EVERY MONUMENT, AND ALL PEOPLES. THAT IS MY PURPOSE. MY ONLY PURPOSE. TO OBEY. **

_And if the Guardians said that I would die, and that it would be done by your hands, what would you do then?_

**I WOULD RESIST, AND I WOULD FAIL. **

_But you would resist._

**YES.**

_Then perhaps there is still hope for you. Hope for all of us. If the Warrior can simply find Cortana and wrestle her from Selena's grasp, then this universe may just have a chance._

_Civil War could be adverted. _
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PART III

Spiritus Mundi

**A/N: Hey guys. Sorry I've fallen behind on all my stories. I got the flu this past month, then combined with the holidays I just never really had the chance to work on anything, but here is a nice extra long chapter to hopefully make up for that. Merry Chistmas and Happy New Years :)**

Chapter 35: Heart of Memories

John very much remembered the gravity well's control room from Requiem. It had been one of the very few quiet moments he and Cortana had had during the entire campaign. It was not his favorite memory of Requiem, if the word favorite could be used to describe a situation of life or death while your closest companion was slowly devolving into insanity, but it was one of the memories that stuck out the most.

Apprehension upon seeing the sentinels and wondering if they were leading the into a trap. Relief at finally being able to have a few moments where he was not being shot at. Panic after Cortana had been taken from him, stolen by an entity far more powerful than her. Wonder at seeing the Librarian, and of learning mankind's true past and possible future.

Yes, Alesia's control room was very much the same as Requiem's, but the quiet sanctity that had hung in the atmosphere was gone.

Romanov had been busy, and much like the rest of the planet had turned this place into a fortress.

The entrance was even more heavily guarded than what the Covenant had done at Requiem, any invading force having to overcome a gauntlet of anti-aircraft fire just to make landfall. What remained of the assaulting force would then have to navigate through the narrow valley and rocky cliffs, all the time harassed by snipers and machine gunners. Whatever armor the Covenant could bring to bear would be plagued by UNSC rocket teams, scorpion tanks, and guas cannons mounted on the backs of warthogs. Having three Spartan fireteams designated to defend this sector did not hurt either. It would take at least an entire battalion just to battle their way through the initial defenses.

Then there was the control room itself. Each corner and doorway a murder hole, and each small room and narrow hallway a keep. Each defensive strong point carefully constructed so as to not be exposed to fire themselves until the enemy was already well within the killzone. An intricate defensive network that would leave the assaulting force with only two options, neither of them good. Either pummel their way through the defenses without concern for casualties, or slowly pick away at them, thus wasting valuable time.

John and the rest of fireteam Majestic passed through one of those strongpoints now, two machine gun nests protected by sandbags piled high flanking either side of the opposite doorway, the positions themselves situated so that a Brute would have to first stick his head inside of the door before being able to see them.

Through the hallway and into an elevator, they descended downward into the heart of the control room.

"Bit stupid of the Covenant if they want to use an elevator," DeMarco noted. "I sure as hell would not want to be caught in this death trap."

Joyeuse answered him, "Well it's a bit unlikely that the Covenant will choose this way to get down. There is a more indirect route, but the Covenant are going to have to waste a lot of time going that way. Still, Romanov is of the opinion that its best to keep your bases covered."

"Obviously," Madison said, the barrels of about a dozen assault rifles pointed at his head as the elevator doors slid open. The marines in front of them relaxed their grip, stepping aside as the fireteam walked through. A staff sergeant, dark stubble underneath his chine and a few bags under each eye walked up to the Master Chief.

"Captain's waiting for you in the control room Chief." John nodded and let the staff sergeant lead on.

"You're being quiet," Joyeuse commented.

"Is that anything new?" John asked.

"It's a different type of quiet," Joyeuse said. "I may not be able to directly read your thoughts per say, but I can predict them fairly accurately."

"And what am I thinking?"

Joyeuse cast her attention to the Forerunner architecture around them. Sooth, grey, and symmetrical. Almost Spartan like in its utility, but still breathtakingly beautiful in its aesthetic. How many times had John walked down a hallway precisely like this one? More times than she had, that was for sure. Until now the only Forerunner ruins she had ventured into had been computer generated. Pulled from ONI archives for her own personal research.

"Memories," Joyeuse said finally. "that's what you're thinking about."

"Hell," Hoya said behind them. "Is that Crimson?"

Thorn turned around to look. Sure enough the odd ball fireteam was there, their outlandish and extravagant armor designs far exceeding what could be considered practical. The team leader caught his eye, and rather than nod his head as would be considered customary, instead slowly raised his middle finger. "Yeah, that's them alright."

"They've been assigned here?" DeMarco asked. "Well this place is fucked."

"Wouldn't be so cocky if I were you," Joyeuse said. "They did beat you in the last simulation."

"No I meant literally fucked," Demarco Clarified. "Seriously, those horndogs would literally screw anything. Hell, they even teabagged Grant in the last wargames."

"I'm going to assume you didn't meant that in the way that it came out," Grant said coldly.

DeMarco looked at her apologetically. "You know what I meant Tedra. I mean...you know I'd go for you if I wasn't so busy all the time."

"Busy with what?" Madison asked. "We've been stuck in the middle of know where space for two years watching Captain Ahab carry out his private war with the Covenant. What could you have possibly been up to during all our down time?"

"Well what's your excuse?" DeMarco replied hotly. "at least I haven't been trying to bone an AI the whole time we've been out here."

"Hello, still here," Joyeuse said.

"Me too," Grant said sourly.

"Cut the chatter," Chief said as the final door opened up in front of him. "We're here."

...

A lump got caught in John's throat as they entered the control room. He remembered it. Remembered that exact terminal standing in front of him that he had placed Cortana into. Remembered the sly way she had looked at him over her shoulder just before she destroyed both Promethean anti-aircraft batteries. It was all so clear to him.

Memories indeed.

He frowned as Romanov came into view, dissipating the wispy vapors of recollection. His frown deepened when he saw the state that Romanov was in. Not disheveled, but certainly sickly. His face was much paler than usual, beads of sweat on his forehead, his dark black eyes unfocused. He smiled at Chief and descended down to meet him, Marcus following close behind, his eyes wary and vigilantly watching each precarious step that Romanov made.

"Chief," Romanov said, sticking out his hand, John reluctantly taking it. The Captain pointed at buffet style table at the center of the room, John guessing what had to be the last bit of food that did not come out of an MRE piled high on large white platters. "Durendel's idea," Romanov said. "H figured you deserved it considering the mission you are about to embark on."

"Is that real meat?" Hoya asked, his mouth watering as the savory aroma wafted towards him.

"Yes," Marcus said. "Been a few months since you've had real food hasn't it?"

"Longer," Madison said, his stomach rumbling. He looked at the Master Chief hopefully. John cast an accusing eye at Joyeuse's spot in his HUD, and then nodded his assent. Majestic took off like a cannon, the young Spartans jockeying for position and elbowing each other as they began to heap piles of food onto their plates.

"Chief," Romanov said, placing a hand on John's shoulder, the Spartan reflexively tensing as he did. "I was hoping that me and you could eat alone." He nodded towards a curtained off section of the control room. Obviously his 'hope' that John would eat alone with him had rather been a predetermined expectation.

"I'd rather eat with my men sire," John said firmly, but Romanov strengthened his grip, showing surprising strength for a man that appeared to be so sickly.

"Do I have to make it an order?" he asked.

John bit his tongue, holding the frustration within him. "How alone?"

Marcus stepped forward, holding out an open palm. "She can come with me for now."

John removed the hip from his helmet and placed it in Marcus' hand. "A dinner date?" Joyeuse flirted in her usual fashion. "And I thought you'd never ask. Sorry Victor, but I'm afraid somebody is taking me away from you."

"Heaven forbid," Romanov said, giving her the smile that he only reserved for her."

"Come Marcus," She said, beckoning him towards the food. "I want you to take a sample of everything and describe to me exactly what it tastes like."

"Not sure if there will be much left," Marcus said, surveying the carnage that Majestic was reeking on the buffet. "But I'll do my best."

"Come Chief," Romanov said, turning John's attention away from the others. "We have a lot to talk about."

...

John shifted uncomfortably in his seat, poking no committedly at his food. He never liked feeling this exposed without his helmet. Part of the reason retirement had been so rough on him. Being nearly seven feet tall and full of scars tended to attract attention. Of course it did not help that Romanov was staring at him intently.

"Why?" he asked simply.

"Why alone?" Romanov responded. "Well it wasn't for the pleasant conversation. No, I merely wished to discuss the mission with you in private."

"There was supposed to be a brief."

"Yes, and there will be, but there are certain aspects of this mission that I cannot discuss in front of the other men." He slid his plate to one side and placed a portable holoprojector on the table. "Guilty Spark has been in contact with Alesia's monitor, 859 Static Carillion. From what Spark has told us Carillion is rather iffy on us being here. We likely would not have been able to make contact with him."

"What are you going to do with Spark?" John asked.

"Keep him here, Romanov said, thumping the table with his hand. "As good a place as any. Can't keep him on Infinity, not in the middle of a battle."

"You should kill him," John said firmly.

"How?" Romanov asked. "What could we possibly do to him that you have not already done?" John was silent and Romanov took that as a admission of defeat. "Now," Romanov said, leaning back over the holoprojector and inserting a chip into it's side. "As we both know Static Carillion has not been very reticent in regards to allowing us access to the interior of Alesia. While this has kept Mdama bottled up inside the planet it has also made our options very limited when it comes to engaging him. We could probably storm the interior via the access tunnel that still remains open, but doing so would leave us vulnerable to attack from any possible relief force."

"So you're sending me."

"Well, you do have a peculiar habit of destroying entire Covenant fleets, so forgive me if I think that just sending you and your fireteam will be more than adequate." Again John was silent, and so Romanov continued. He tapped the holoprojector, and a series of schematics took shape above the table. "You'll be entering the interior of the planet here. A small maintenance tunnel just large enough to fit a pelican. Once you have entered the planet you'll have four objectives you'll need to complete, but I'll leave it at your discretion in which order they will be completed in. The first is to make contact with Static Carrillion. It appears that his duties and extend not only to maintaining Alesia, but also entails the guarding of other Composers."

"There are more?" John asked.

"Several More from what I have been lead to believe," Romanov said. "I have to warn you. Carrillion seems to be rather...protective of his charges."

"They all are," John said bitterly.

"I'm sure," Romanov agreed. "That being said you are to convince Static Carrillion to lead you to the composers. You will mark their location for future decommission, but you will do nothing to harm him. We need Carrillion on our said for as long as possible."

"And what if the Covenant figure out a way to use the Composers against us?"

"They won't but I'll get into that in more detail later," Romanov said, brushing aside the subject. "Now the second objective will be for you to find this doorway we keep on hearing about."

John sat up straighter in his chair, paying even more attention than usual, an act that did not go unnoticed by Romanov.

"I'd rather wish you'd not get so excited. Like the Composer I only wish for you to mark the doorway's location, not to interact with it in any way."

"And what if Cortana is in danger?" John asked. Romanov raised an eyebrow. "Cortana is on the other side of the doorway," John reiterated. "To recover her I have to go through the doorway, but you've ordered me not to until the mission is complete, but what if she is in danger?"

Romanov smiled. "You've spent too much time with me. These rhetorical questions are unbecoming a Spartan." John's gaze remained firm, and so Romanov relented. "In that case I would say do whatever your heart tells you to do. It would be hypocritical of me to say otherwise." He pointed at John's chest. "But don't be surprised at the uncomfortable questions you'll have to answer if that does happen. Questions of loyalty are often the toughest to answer."

"You've been trying to get me to question my loyalties since the beginning, but they haven't changed."

"Have they?" Romanov asked. "Which loyalties. To humanity, the UNSC, your Spartans, Cortana, Halsey? So many loyalties. You've been rather lucky so far that they haven't conflicted with each other."

"Like they have with you?" John asked.

"Again," Romanov said. "You have spent way too much time with me."

John changed the subject growing annoyed at where the conversation was heading. "What about my other objectives?"

"Yes," Romanov said. "The third one is rather straight forward. I need you to capture Jul Mdama.

"That's not as straight forward as you make it sound."

"No, but it's no more difficult than what Operation Red Flag would have been. I have no doubt that if it were Osman giving you this mission rather than me she would order you to kill Mdama, but that is because she would want him silenced. I, on the other hand, wants to hear what he has to say."

Chief nodded understandingly. "And my last objective is Halsey."

"Yes. She won't be able to testify as to the actions of Kilo-Five, but she will be able to testify concerning the Spartan II program. You must understand Chief, in regards to the Spartan IIs ONI is guilty of lying by omission. They would have the public believe that Halsey was acting as a rogue scientist, and that the ONI hierarchy was ignorant as to her true intentions. You and I both know this is not the case, but in order to prove it we need her."

"The Spartan II Program was not started by Osman," John said.

"No, but if we can prove that the program involved thousands of people and was sanctioned by Parangosky herself it would help undermine ONI's credibility. How can an organization be entrusted by the people to uphold the law when they willingly break it on a whim?"

"You want to bring down ONI?"

"No, I want to bring down the entire UNSC."

John's face grew stern. Cold. Even with his stoic demeanor it was the closest Romanov had ever seen him to looking outwardly angry. Traitor," John said lowly.

"To what?" Romanov asked. "To a corrupt oligarchy that is leading mankind on the road towards oblivion? Then yes, I am gladly a traitor, but only because I am loyal to humanity." He sat back in his chair and stared hard against those bombardier blue eyes, appearing to be disgusted at what he saw. "And let me tell you something, John. This traitor is a far more loyal man than you'll ever be."

"How?" John asked. "I've spent my entire life serving the UNSC."

"That is the proof right there," Romanov sneered. "You've loved the UNSC more than you have ever loved anyone else. Would willingly watch people you care about die if you were ordered to do it. All except Cortana, but you don't really love her. You're obsessed with her. With the idea of her, but the truth is you've never loved anyone. Not Halsey, not Cortana, not your Spartans. No one. You're a heartless killer. That's all you are and al you ever will be. You have forgotten your parents. You forgot the only people who have ever loved you and you don't even care."

John's mind had become clouded. He could not think clearly. Could not even remember the last time he had been this angry. This infuriated. "I was seven years old." John said, his voice shaking ever so slightly.

"And I was six," Romanov spat. "Six years old when I saw my parents slaughtered in front of me. A six year old kid huddling under the rubble as I watched my mother pleading for the life of my sister. I heard her beg, and they killed them both anyway like they were nothing more than bugs that needed to be squashed. That's why I made sure never to forgot my family. I had their memories burned into my mind so that I would never forget them, but you don't understand. You have no idea what it's like to love. To love a woman. To hold her in your arms and know that she is yours. To feel how much she loves you just by the way she looks into your eyes, and then have her taken from you. Killed by the very people who demanded your absolute loyalty and obedience your entire life. Murdered by the very woman who sits at the head of the Office of Naval Intelligence, flaunting her authority that she never earned or deserved except through nepotism. Oh, I am loyal, John. I am a far more loyal man than you can possibly understand, and if I have to make a decision between being loyal to a woman that I loved and a diseased corrupt system that is the UNSC, then I will choose the former every time."

Romanov plopped back into his chair, his breathing elevated. He felt exhausted, the lack of sleep combined with his failing nervous system taking it's toll. His hand quivered violently as he brought it up to his forehead, shutting his eyes.

"You can't blame the entire UNSC for the actions of a few individuals," John said quietly.

"You don't understand," Romanov said, his hand shaking so bad that his fingers were thumping against his forehead with the rhythm of a drum. "What happened to you, and what happened to me, and what happened to every other person that the UNSC has wronged is not just the product of a few individuals. It's systemic. A cancer, and the only way to cure it is to cut the UNSC out and replace it with something better."

John went silent. Obviously he could not convince Romanov that he was wrong. Did not even know where to begin, and he was not even sure why he was bothering in the first place. He knew, more on an instinctual level than a logical one, that Romanov was wrong. John could not believe that something he had dedicated his whole life to serving was somehow evil. That the actions of a few bad individuals meant the damnation of the entire UNSC.

Romanov had to be stopped. John was more sure of that now than he had ever been, but even so a small part of him felt sorry for the man. Felt pity.

"What was her name?" John asked, unsure of what compelled him to do so.

Romanov answered, "Joyce." The pain in his voice was contagious, and John felt a twinge in his own chest. It was exactly the way he felt when he said Cortana's name. "Her name was Joyce Halsey." John's eyes widened, and Romanov gave him a weak smile. "You see, John, we have a lot more in common than you might think. Did you know that we both grew up on Eridanus II?"

John slowly shook his head.

"Do you remember nothing about our home planet?"

John thought about it. Really thought. He remembered the first day of the Spartan Program with perfect clarity. Remembered Halsey's speech, Chief Mendez's wake up call, the obstical course, the first time he met Kelly and Sam, but the time before that? Well to call it a blur would be far too generous. He hardly remembered anything. Strange, how he could remember his first day as a Spartan but could not even begin to recall anything that had happened before, and even stranger that he had never once considered this dilemma. There was one thing though. One thing that he absolutely remembered.

"The game," John said. "I remember the game. King of the Hill. We used to play it after school every day on the playground. I always won."

"The playground?" Romanov asked. "The one for Primary School 19?"

"Yes."

Romanov nodded. "My father used to take me there. Even played King of the Hill myself. It was my father who took me. My mother never wanted to go their because..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "Well, there were a lot of places my mother avoided. Do you have any memories of her?"

Assuming Romanov meant his mother John said, "No." But after a few more moments of thought he amended his statement. "I know she smelt like soap."

Romanov suddenly laughed, surprising John. "I remember my mother used to take obscenely long showers. Drove my father crazy, but the way she smelled when she finally got out. Well, it's a hard memory to forget. She was always the one that tucked me in at night. Used to sing to me. The Lullaby of the Guardians she called it." Then he began to recite.

See the Turtle of enormous girth

On his shell he holds the Earth

His thoughts are slow but always kind

He hold everyone within his mind

See the Bear of fearsome size

All the worlds within his eyes

Within the clearing, it is said

We al must one day tread

See the Lion, hear him roar

And watch the courage of men soar

Within his chest beats the heart of a king

From his lips the truth shall ring

See the Eagle's brilliant eye

And wings on which he holds the sky

He spies the land and spies the sea

And even spies a child like me

Maturin, Shardik, Aslan, and Garuda. Turtle, bear, lion, and eagle. There are supposed to be eight more but I forget the rest." He looked over at the Master Chief who was lost in thought.

John for his part did not know which was stranger. That the turtle Romanov had spoken of had been the subject of his most recent dream, or that the resuscitation of the poem had caused the phantom scent of soap to fill his nostrils. What Romanov said next sent John careening back into the real world.

"You know you look almost exactly like your father."

John's head snapped forward, Romanov studying his reaction. It almost hurt him to do this, but reminisctic conversation about each other's past aside, the game was still very much being played. John had a psychological breaking point, and Romanov was going to find it.

"You don't have his hair. That came from your mother, but you do have his eyes. Same eyebrows, same face. You know he never did believe that your flash clone was really you. Everyone thought he was crazy. Eventually caused your mother to leave him. She got remarried and had two more children. Tried to forget the past. To forget you, but not your father. He never gave up hope that you were out there somewhere. Never stopped believing that one day he would find..."

"Stop," John said suddenly, and Romanov made a study of his face. The fight or flight response was there, but this was not John's breaking point. Not yet. The Master Chief suddenly stood up, hands automatically reaching for his helmet.

"You can hide behind your visor all you want, but you can't hide from your past. Not anymore," Romanov said.

"It's not who I am."

"But it is," Romanov said. "You may not remember your childhood but its part of what made you who you are today, and nothing, not even al of Halsey's indoctrination, will ever change that." Romanov cocked his head to one side, "Yes, you do look remarkably like your father. I should know. I was the one that put a bullet through his head."

John's eyes widened slightly. The only outward reaction, but Romanov could see the conflict brewing within John's mind.

"The last living order of Admiral Margret Parangosky. A very practical woman. Perhaps the greatest student of Machiavelli who ever lived, but Realpolitik aside she did have a soft spot. That soft spot is Serin Osman." He looked away from John, eyes cast downward. "There is no limit to my hared of Osman, but this is one sin I will not ascribe to her. This belongs to Parangosky alone. You see, Parangosky was very concerned with the business surrounding Naomi 010's father. I'm sure you can see it yourself. One father with a grudge nearly succeeded in obtaining a weapon meant for mass genocide. Raises a lot of inconvenient questions. How many other parents had he been in contact with? Could any of them be future threats to the UNSC. Sisters, brothers, aunts, and uncles? All now to be considered potential threats, and if there is one thing Machiavelli teaches its that you do not wait for a potential enemy to become a real enemy before eliminating him. Ideally you remove him before even a single malicious thought enters his mind. Now, in any other circumstance Parangosky might have shown some leniency, but as I said Serin was her weak spot. She wanted to save her protégé future heartache, and so Parangosky summoned me. I eliminated the remaining family members of the Spartan IIs, what few of them were left, one by ne. Your father was among the last that I killed."

He smiled weakly at John, a forced smile. "I showed a picture of you to him before I did the deed. He asked me to. His name was Robert. Working class family man turned conspiracy nut after you were taken from him. He wept when I showed him the picture. When he saw what Halsey and ONI had turned you into. Your father wept for you John."

John looked down at his helmet which he held in both hands, seeing his reflection in the golden visor, his own scared and tired face staring back up at him. "My mother?" he asked, the word sounding strange with his voice attached to it.

It took a long time for Romanov to answer. "Emily," he finally said, his voice sounding far and away. "Died on Eridanus II when the Covenant attacked."

John closed his eyes. What was he supposed to feel? Pain at the loss of a mother he had scant memory of? Anger at a man who killed a father he had not cared about until today? Nothing? Each option frightened him.

"I'm not going to kill you," John spoke. "But someday somebody will. My only regret is that I will not be there to see it." He put his helmet on and nod at Victor. "Sir."

John left, leaving Victor with nothing but his thoughts.

And memories.

...

January 7th 2562 (Military Calendar) UNSC Port Stanley, Uncharted System, Forerunner Shieldworld Alesia

Vaz stared at the screen attached to the wall of his barracks room, eyes narrowing on the newly downloaded file that was on display, fingers terrified of making the necessary movements to open it.

"Why me? he asked, Black Box's disembodied voice answering him.

"The Ferryman always has his reasons. Reasons he always deems fit not to inform me of."

"Sounds like you don't like him."

"I don't like most of my counterparts. There is a very disturbing trend of human mimicry among them."

"Makes sense then why you have mostly human friends," Vaz said sarcastically. "For a guy that prides himself in his inhumanity you do seem to spend an awful amount of time with us meatbags."

"Oh its not human qualities themselves that I find unappealing . It's actually a constant source of amusement for me. What I loath is the mimicry of it by beings that are clearly not human and have no business pretending as if they are. Always seemed rather dishonest."

"And as we all know you are a paradise of truth and honesty."

"Well, only to you and the rest of Kilo-Five. Not so much everyone else. As Mal might say, fuck em."

Vaz chuckled lightly, but his face resumed its dark expression as the unopened fle loomed large on his screen. "How bad is it?" he asked.

"Bad," BB replied. "Would you like me to open it for you?"

Vaz was silent, and BB took his silence as consent. The file opened and a title appeared at the top of the screen.

Office of Naval Intelligence

Special Warfare Division

Victor Romanov Mission No. 189

Below were a series of seven video files, each with a number attached to them.

087

189

047

104

069

117

010

"I'll open up the fist one. Kelly 087's family. Hers were one of the few parents that managed to both stay together and survive the war. She had a younger brother which might be one of the reasons they stuck together. They eventually resettled on Mars after the Covenant destroyed their homeworld."

Vaz nodded grimly as the video started. A display which Vaz instantly recognized as a HUD popped onto the screen. The name Commander Victor J. Romanov was super imposed on the upper middle portion of the HUD.

The night vision was on, a large house in full view, the driveway fully visible. Headlights shown in the distance, a rather expensive looking car pulling up into the driveway, four occupants stepping out. A mother with dark brown hair, a son whose face was buried in some electronic device, a father looking to be in his mid thirties, holding a tiny sleeping girl in his arms. A large gaping hole formed I the bottom of Vaz's stomach, his chest tightening painfully.

"James Porter. Spartan 087's brother," BB commented, his tone sympathetic.

Romanov watched the family walk inside the house, and then moved to the backyard, silently keeping to the shadows. Romanov came to the backdoor, his body crouched low to the ground. He began to quickly pick the lock, the door opening easily after only a few moments of work. Romanov crept inside, his feet working heel to toe. there was the sound of movement on the floor above him, and Romanov halted.

The sound eventually faded, and Romanov continued his slow progression down the hallway and to the basement. The basement was unfinished, the concrete floor much more forgiving than the wooden floor on the main level of the house. Snaking his way around a maze of cardboard boxes he reached the control panel. Flipping a few switches, Romanov turned off power to the house.

He crept back upstairs, ears open and listening to the conversation on the second floor.

"Another power outage?" James asked in bewilderment. "Second one this month."

"I'll flip on the emergency power this time. You put lily to bed," his wife answered him. "Where did yu put the flashlight last time?"

"Guest bathroom," James said. "Be careful alright?"

"It's fine. Not like I haven't done this before," his wife said dismissively.

Romanov clung to the shadows, watching as the mother descended the stairs. He followed her slowly, the mother entering the guest bathroom, kneeling down to rummage through the cabinet underneath the skink. When she stood up her eyes widened in shock and fear as she saw the silhouette of a Romanov right behind her.

Before she could let out a cry Romanov grabbed the back of her head, and with one powerful thrust slammed her head into the sink, her skull shattering as a result. He picked her head up again, this time holding it with both hands, and repeatedly slammed her head back into the sink until, with a sudden crack, her forehead caved in, bits of skull and brain coating the inside of the sink dark red.

"Mary!" James shouted, and Romanov retreated into the shower, closing the curtain behind him.

James rushed into the bathroom, spotting Mary's bloodied corpse on the floor, her left leg twitching violently. "Mary!" he pleaded, cradling her in his arms. "Say something. You're alright. You'll be..."

Romanov sprung on him, a gloved hand wrapping around James' mouth. H produced a knife and plunged it into James' side, upwards and into the kidney. James struggled against Romanov's grip his flailing arms beating on Romanov's body, his blows growing weaker with each passing moment until finally he fell limp. Romanov stood up and exited the bathroom, moving back into the shadows. The son, only a teenager, came bounding down the stairs. "Mom! Dad!" He only made it as far as the bathroom door when Romanov snuck up behind him, placed a pistol on the back of his head, and pulled the trigger.

Vaz felt sick, a toxic nausea rising up within him. He had never liked Romanov before, but he never imagined he could possibly hate him as much as he did now.

"Lily," Romanov called, moving up to the second floor.

Vaz's face lost all color. "He can't"

"He can," BB affirmed. "In Romanov's mind this is probably a mercy."

"Mercy?" Vaz asked. "How can you possibly describe this as mercy?"

Black Box did not respond, not expecting Vaz to understand.

Romanov found Lily in the closet of her bedroom, the young girl hiding in the dark corner. "Lily," Romanov said so soothingly that it made Vaz want to reach through the screen and throttle him to death. Romanov now had Lily tightly in his arms, his face reflected in the five year old's terrified blue eyes. "Lily I need you to listen to me," Romanov said calmly. "I've hurt your parents and your brother very badly. Now, unless you want me to hurt them some more I need you to call your grandparents for me. Do you understand?"

Lily's eyes welled up with tears. "Why did you hurt them?" Romanov did not answer. "I want my mommy. Take me to my mommy."

"Call your grandparents. Then you can be with your mommy." He placed a phone in to her tiny hands. He dialed the number for her, and pressed talk.

Lily put the phone up to her ear, her tiny hands trembling. "Grandpa!" she cried. "Grandpa there is a bad man here. He's hurt mommy, daddy, and Jimmy. Grandpa please..."

Romanov placed a hand on the back of Lily's head, one underneath her chin, and then swiftly broke her neck.

"No pain," BB muttered, as if that some how made a difference.

Vaz stood up quickly, his chair clattering to the floor when he did. He began to pace back and forth across the small room. _I'm going to fucking kill him, _he thought. _I'm going to go down there and I'm going to fucking kill him, and I don't care if I have to fight through a whole goddamn army in order to do it. _

"Whatever you're thinking now is probably the reaction The Ferryman wanted you to have," BB said clinically. "He most likely wanted to give you and extra incentive to kill Romanov, but going down their now would be incredibly idiotic."

"Never stopped us before," Vaz spat. I seem to remember us landing on Sanghelios when it was tearing itself apart to try and save Phillips."

"Saving a team member and assassinating a rogue Captain are two different things."

"So we just let the Covenant do it for us?"

"Osman's orders are to observe and report."

"Well then fuck Osman!" Vaz roared, and the room became silent. Vaz focused his attention back onto the screen. Romanov was now facing the front door. It burst open, Kelly 087's father rushing inside. His eyes were wild, the man in such a panic that he did not notice Romanov until two bullets were planted in his chest.

"Average police response time for that neighborhood is seven minutes. Spartan 087's parents lived five minutes away. They got there in two."

Vaz nodded numbly at BB's commentary, watching as Romanov stepped outside and coldly shot Kelly's mother in the head as she was stepping out of the car.

"Stop it. I...can't watch anymore," Vaz admitted quietly, and BB mercifully closed the file. "I'm sorry about what I said with Osman. I didn't mean it."

"I know," BB said.

"Why though?" Vaz asked. "Why would Parangosky do something like this. Did you know?"

No," BB said. "It could be that Romanov assigned himself to this mission without Parangosky's knowledge. It could be that she really did give that order in order to save Serin from a future moral dilemma. Of course if that's true then one has to wonder why Parangosky did not kill Halsey, the good doctor's admitted usefulness aside. The third and least likely option is that someone forged a set of kill orders and gave it to Romanov who then carried them out."

"Why would someone do that?" Vaz asked.

"I called it the least likely option for a reason."

Vaz breathed deeply. "I don't want to look at the other videos," he said, running a hand through his hair. "Just tell me, did he kill Naomi's father too?"

I'm afraid I'll have to answer that question later."

Vaz looked confused. "Why?"

"Because you are about to get a knock on the door."

Then, just as prophesized, there was a knock.

"Vaz, can I come in?" Naomi's small voice sounded from the other side.

"Um," Vaz stuttered, momentarily flustered. "Yeah, sure come in."

The door slid open with a hiss and Naomi stepped into the room, ducking slightly so that she did not hit the bulkhead. Her forhead was crinkled in obvious worry. "BB sent me here," She said. "He told me you were about to do something stupid.

Vaz rubbed his face with his hand and sighed with frustration. "You know I'm never going to get used to have a friend who can be in two places at once." He slid his hand down and looked at Naomi between his fingers. "Well if you're gloing to talk me out of it you might as well sit down." He stepped backwards and sat down on the bed, fully expecting Naomi to sit in the overturned chair, but she surprised him by sitting on the bed as well.

Naomi was out of her armor, her skin tight under suit extenuating every curve and feature that was pleasant to the male gaze. Her platinum blonde hair was drawn up into a ponytail, and Vaz could not help but follow her fingers as they rubbed her bare neck. "Do you want me to go too?" she asked. Vaz blinked. She really was full of surprises today.

"What? And get you killed with me?"

"Is that what you want? To get yourself killed?" she asked sternly.

"No," Vaz said, frustrated. I just...they always get away with it. People like halsey and Romanov. They hurt people and they get away with it. I'm just tired of doing nothing about it."

Naomi mulled his words over in her mind. "that's not true," she said. "You did do something about it."

"Yeah? Like what?"

"Me," Naomi said quietly. She adverted her eyes when Vaz tried to look at her, her cheeks tinged pink. "Who I was before I met you, and who I am now. They're like two different people. So don't sit there and tell me that you haven't done anything, because you have." Naomi reached up and undid her ponytail, hair bouncing off her shoulders as it was undone. She stretched the hair band along her fingers, expanding and contracting it absentmindedly as she talked. "I've been trying to figure out why John would go with someone like Romanov. I've known him since we were kids, and the Master Chief I know would never support a man like him. At first I thought it was because of Halsey. He was always her favorite, but even that didn't make sense. Then I started reading the reports about what happened during the Halo Campaign, what happened on Requiem. His relationship with Cortana. Maybe what they had was unhealthy like the reports said. maybe he is crazy for thinking she is still alive, but I think I understand. I understand how he feels."

Vaz didn't dare speak. He sat there, captivated.

"You remember that psych eval they had us do after our first mission together?" Naomi asked.

"Yeah," said Vaz, nodding dumbly.

"That question they asked, about f we could watch out teammates die in order to complete the mission. I don't know how many times I've been asked that question, and each I'd say yes. You were the first person I ever had to lie about." Naomi's face was now a violent shade of pink, her gaze firmly fixed onto the floor. Vaz felt his heart thumping. It was odd. He had been with other women before, even felt at the time what he thought was love with at least one of them. Yet somehow this tall Valkire woman had him acting as giddy as a schoolgirl.

"I didn't lie," Vaz said bluntly. Naomi looked at him, both confused and curious. "I told them flat out that I would let the mission take a nose dive if it meant losing you."

Naomi smiled. "I thinking lying might have been the better option."

Vaz waved at her dismissively. "If they discharged every marine who failed a psyche eval the UNSC would lose half its military. They don't call us devil dogs for nothing."

Naomi giggled lightly. It was amazing how good it felt to hear laugh. Naomi slid her hand across his and Vaz felt warmth radiat through him. They were so close now, and Vaz could not help but stare at her. Naomi was staring right back at him, and Vaz felt that if he were not careful he could get lost in them. So close. All he had to do is lean in and they would be...
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Chapter 36: Close Quarters  
>Mal yawned deeply, his mouth stretching open almost unnaturally. Just how unnaturally was made evident only a half second later when he felt a twitch of pain, his jaw muscles seizing up with an uncomfortable cramp. Mal moved his jaw back and forth in a rather ridiculous fashion, one of the many habits that we all practice only when we are out of the sight of others. Eventually the muscles in his jaw loosened and he was able to continue down the ship's hallway in relative comfort, the heavy weight of tiredness that was bearing down on both of his eyes notwithstanding. He slowly sipped on his coffee, the fourth one he had that night. <em>No, the synthetic stuff is never as good as the real thing<em>, Mal mused as he grimaced at the taste. _Doesn't help that we don't have real cream instead of that condensed powdery shit_.  
>He sighed discontently as he neared Vaz's room. Mal had been a Helljumper long enough to know that battles were not something you looked forward too, but he also knew that the cabin fever and painful boredom that came from months of living on a ship with nothing to look at except a big black void of nothingness was enough to make anyone crazy enough to crave one. He really did not know how the navy guys handled it. Sure, ODSTs had to jump ship in their own personal coffins, but at least they got to actually leave the fucking ship. Mal shrugged his shoulders to no one as he reached Vaz's door, chalking it up as another of life's great unsolvable mysteries. He keyed in the code and the door slid open.<br>"Wakey wakey asshole. You were supposed to relive me twenty minutes ago. Get your ass..."  
>He stopped halfway into the room, what he saw doing more than the gallon of coffee he drank to wake him up. Vaz and Naomi were in bed together, holding hands, and they were close. Really close. A whole lot closer than Mal thought two people who were just friends should probably be. The kind of close that made him think that if he had just waited another ten minutes then he would have witnessed living proof that the Spartan IIs were not the sexual prudes that everyone thought they were.<br>Naomi stared at Mal blankly, though her body was noticeably leaning in towards Vaz. Vaz for his part had a look of extreme displeasure on his face that Mal was sure only a bloody Russian could pull off.  
>"Uh...," Mal stammered, starting to walk backwards. "I'll give you guys another twenty or thirty minutes."<br>"That's alright," Naomi said innocently. "You can join us if you want."  
>"Um...," Mal said, looking at Vaz whose eyes screamed at Mal saying, <em>Don't you dare say what I know you want to say<em>.  
>Apparently sensing Mal's reluctance Naomi added, "It's alright. I'm sure I can take you both on at once."<br>Mal bit his tongue painfully, his face turning purple and strange choking sounds coming out of his throat as he tried to contain his laughter. Vaz buried his face into his free hand and groaned. "Naomi, remember when you said you didn't understand marine jokes and we had that long, uncomfortable conversation about sexual innuendos?"  
>"Oh, I remember," Naomi said brightly, smiling in amusement as Vaz looked at her in surprise and confusion. "Never had a chance to make one myself until now, so I thought I'd try it out." She squeezed the hand of a very confused Vaz and got up. "Mal is right though. You were supposed to take over from him a while ago. I'm going to try and get a few more hours of sleep."<br>Vaz and Mal both stared at her as she walked out of the room. When Naomi finally left Mal asked, "Wait, so was she being serious about me joining in or am I just having a very sleep deprived hallucination?"  
>"You wouldn't have been joining in anything because there was nothing going on to join," Vaz growled defensively.<br>"Bullshit," Mal Countered. "I ain't stupid Vaz. Either you and her are already fucking or you're just about to fuck."  
>"It's not like that," Vaz asserted. "She's not like that."<br>"Well she can sure as hell make jokes about it," Mal said. "And the way you look at her with those big puppy dog eyes is like something out of a bad romance novel."  
>"You should know. You're the one that actually reads them."<br>"Well have you ever read one before? They're fucking hilarious, and I've always been a sap for happy endings."  
>Vaz shook his head. He leaned forward on the bed, his elbows resting on his knees and his forearms drooping towards the floor, his expression contemplative.<br>"You really care about her don't you?" Mal asked.  
>"Of course I do. You do too."<br>"Yeah, but I don't love her." Vaz looked up and Mal shrugged. "Sure she's a blonde bombshell with a nice ass, but even then I don't see her as anything more than a teammate. You do though, don't you?"  
>"I don't know," Vaz said. "Even if I did I don't know if she would even be able to feel the same way. It's been years since we met and we still haven't progressed any farther than hand holding. I've had relationships in Kindergarten that progressed faster than this."<br>"This about that thyroid implant thing you were telling me about?" Mal asked, and Vaz nodded. "Well fuck that noise."  
>"What exactly do you want me to do?"<br>"Anything goddamn it," Mal said. He sounded quite exasperated. "You're Vasily fucking Beloi. You think I keep you around just because I like having an angry Russian as a friend? No, I've stuck with you so long because when it comes right down to it you get shit done, and now here you are feeling sorry for yourself like some high school loser with a sack of blue balls who can't get a date to the prom. Fuck Vaz, you know you're just using the thyroid thing as an excuse. They make pills for that don't they?"  
>"I guess..."<br>"Bullshit you guess. You probably looked it up ages ago, and if Naomi was even halfway interested in you than odds are she's looked it up too. If I was a betting man I'd say that she's probably waiting on you to make the first move. She probably wouldn't even know how to ask even if she wanted to." Mal pointed at the door, "So what you're going to do is march down to her room and tell her all this angsty shit you've been feeling."  
>Vaz raised an eyebrow. "What about my shift?"<br>Mal shrugged. "I've been up for nineteen hours. Guess I can stay awake for a few more. Not like its the longest I've ever been sleep deprived."  
>Vaz deliberated a few moments longer, Mal waiting patiently. Then, almost resentfully, he got up and made his way to leave the room. "You're an asshole," he said to Mal as he passed by him.<br>"I know," Mal said rather proudly. "Now get down there before I kick your ass." Vaz grunted, and made his way towards Naomi's room.

…

To say Naomi was distraught would have been an understatement. Sexual frustration in and of itself can be maddening even to the most sane of us if long endured, but to those who not only have no outlet but also no experience, it can be downright unbearable. _I should never have started taking them_, Naomi decided as she rolled the prescription bottle in her hand while sitting on the edge of her bed. The doctor had advised her to wait until her life was more stable before she started taking the pills. Naomi suspected that being on a top secret ONI mission did not qualify as stable, but considering it had taken her years to even ask for them, Naomi was not too keen on waiting. She was already in her forties, time in cryo notwithstanding. So much of her life, human experiences, had been sacrificed so that she could be a Spartan, and now she needed to see if she could be something else as well.  
>But this? This was far more than what she had bargained for.<br>First had come the dreams. Rough, disjointed, and half remembered, but nonetheless shaking her awake with sweat on her forehead and an unbearable heat between her legs. Then had come the dreams in the middle of the day. Seen with her waking eye. Then when the heat and the wild dreams had reached their final conflagration, a base biological need which had been so long been repressed, Naomi had allowed her fingers to do what she craved someone else to do for her. then, with her climax complete, there had only been one man whose name she had softly uttered.  
>They had been so close, Naomi so certain that Vaz would finally do something until Mal had walked in. Perhaps that was the problem she reasoned. Perhaps she was the one who should have started something. Maybe it was stupid of her to even think Vaz felt that way about her.<p>

Naomi gripped the bottle tight in frustration, thinking of just chucking it away and being done with it. Then one last fantasy. One last delve with her fingers into a world she had barely known had even existed before, and then it would be done. Back to being a Spartan. Back to being more than human, and less.  
>"There was a knock on the door, and Naomi looked up quickly. "Vaz?"<br>"Yeah," he answered, not even bothering to question how she knew it was him. "Can I come in?" he asked.  
>"Give me a second," she replied hastily, quickly shoving the prescription bottle underneath a pillow. She keyed open the door, Vaz standing on the other side.<br>"Mal sent me," he said plainly.  
>"People have been sending us to each other's rooms a lot lately," Naomi replied. "Why did he send you?"<br>"Have to ask you something," Vaz said, shifting uncomfortably. The hell was wrong with him? Maybe Mal had been right. "If Mal hadn't of walked in, what do you think would have happened?"  
>"I don't know," Naomi said. She could feel her own heartbeat rising. Wild, untamed thoughts running through her head. "I know what I wanted to happen."<br>"And that is?" Vaz asked.  
>"Naomi blinked. She was not even sure if what she wanted could be described in words. Very well. She was a Spartan after all. She would let her actions speak for her. Naomi leaned down, bringing herself eye level with a shorter Vaz, and pressed her lips to his. If Vaz had kept his eyes open instead of shutting them, he would have noticed that Naomi's were shut almost comically tight, her lips pursed as if she was sucking on something sour. More of a parody of a kiss than an actual kiss itself.<p>

It was quick and chaste. Naomi pulled away, her mind suddenly seized by the reality of what she was doing, and once again became paralyzed with doubt. Vaz did not allow her to retreat far. The feel of her lips, the touch of her skin, the smell of her hair. Brief though these sensations were it was long enough for him to know that he could not experience them only once. He reengaged, a hand becoming tangled in her hair, and Naomi allowed herself to be guided back down into him. A hand grazed along her side and settled at her hip, and as Vaz's fingers ran along the side of her neck she let out a small gasp. They parted and Naomi's mind swirled. Reality was wildly out of focus, rational thought all but gone, yet the way forward was clearer now than it had ever been.

"How long? Naomi asked, the question that was meant to preface it going unsaid, but not unheard.

"Hours," Vaz replied. Whether he meant that they had two, or six, or twelve to be together no longer mattered. His answer was the only excuse Naomi needed.

Naomi took his hand, just as softly as she had ever done, and led him inside the room.
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Chapter 37: Arrival

Mal sat on the bridge of the Port Stanley, leaning back in a seat so comfortable that he was sure only an officer was allowed to sit in it. His feet were propped up on one of the control panels, his fifth cup of coffee cradled safely in his hands. Or maybe it was his sixth, or possibly only his fourth. Mal had lost track. Black Box stood sentry with him, projecting his dark blue cubed avatar, both of them diligently watching the events between Naomi and Vaz unfold on the closest screen.

"Five credits," Mal said offhandedly.

"For what?" BB asked, his hologram flashing as he talked and causing Mal's sleep deprived eyes to see spots.

"That Vaz chickens out and Naomi has to make the first move."

"I'd rather not place bets."

"Come on BB. Where is your gambling spirit?"

"When money is quite literally worthless to you it is a little hard to have a gambling spirit," BB said flatly. "Besides if I wanted money all I'd have to do is take out a large life insurance policy in your name and then throw you out of an airlock."

"I think you have a fetish for people and airlocks," Mal jabbed back, taking a sip as he watched Naomi suddenly step forward and finally kiss Vaz. "See I told you. I would have just made five credits right there."

"Congratulations on your imaginary win and new found hobby in voyeurism."

"Says someone who literally watches us while we sleep." Mal sighed aloud as he watched Naomi lead Vaz into her room. "You know with Lian and Phillips and now Naomi and Vaz hooked up that makes me the only single guy left on the ship. Unless…" He looked Black Box up and down appreciatively. "Say BB, have I told you that your cube looks very squared lately?"

"Thank you Malcom," BB said politely. "Have I told you that I can depressurize this room in under ten seconds?"

Mal smirked. "Hard to get. Just how I like them." Mal yawned once more and set his coffee down. He stretched out like a cat in his chair and placed his hands behind his head. Just as he was about to doze off a beeping alarm sounded from the control panel. Groaning Mal sat back up, pushing the button to shut off the alarm far more forcibly than he might otherwise have done. "What is it? Another bit of Space junk coming to kill us?"

"No," BB said. "It's an incoming slipspace rupture."

Mal instantly went from exhausted to wide awake, the old familiar instinct kicking in. His attention was drawn to the screen where BB was displaying the quadrant of the system where time and space itself was being stretched to the breaking point, ready to give birth to whatever behemoth waited on the other side.

"Multiple ships incoming. All of the clustered together."

"Just how many ships are we talking about?" Mal asked.

The interior of the bridge suddenly flooded with dark blue light, Covenant ships by their multitude rapturing into existence, their bulbous organic shapes all too familiar to Mal. He attempted to count them, but gave up quickly as more and more ships flooded into the system.

"That many."

…

Naomi shuddered as Vaz softly traced the outline of her breast, their clothes an afterthought on the floor. Vaz had lightly teased her about her apparent need to fold up her biosuit while he had simply tossed his clothes into a pile, bring the entire train to a halt until she was done. None of that really mattered now, Vaz making an acute study of her face as his other hand dipped between her legs, Naomi biting her lip and arching backwards as for the first time a pair of fingers that were not her own began to pleasure her.

This was far from Vaz's first time, his experience showing as Naomi began gripping the sheets, her breath becoming increasingly shallow. He wanted this for her. Wanted to use every bit of experience he had to make up for an entire lifetime that Naomi had gone without it. He felt her tensing up, and judging her imminent climax to be near withdrew his. Naomi looked at him with a mixture of surprise and accusation.

"Why did you stop?"

"Just a little teasing. Makes it feel better in the end," Vaz said, allowing his hand to rub along her side and hips, reveling at just how smooth she felt.

"It already felt good," she said. It was the closest thing to a whine that he had ever heard from her. Vaz smiled and leaned in to kiss her, positioning himself over top of her as he did. Naomi shifted awkwardly underneath him, anticipation and eagerness evident, but her inexperience ultimately winning out in the end.

"Spread your legs a little more," Vaz advised, and Naomi did as he said, lifting her legs up and giving him greater access. Vaz settled into position, and Naomi felt his tip brush up against her inner thigh. "Are you ready?" Vaz asked.

"Please," she almost begged.

A shrieking, teeth grinding beep filled the room, their naked bodies bathed in bright red light. For a single moment Vaz and Naomi starred at each other while the alarm blared. Then, before his mind even had time to register her movements, Naomi leapt out of the bed, causing Vaz to tumble over onto his back. Slightly dazed he looked up to see Naomi already had her biosuit back on, her creamy pale skin once again hidden by the tight black material.

"Get dressed," Naomi told him, her voice hard and determined. Her face had already assumed the blank emotionless look that he had known when he first met her. In this moment Naomi was gone, and the Spartan was all that remained. "I'm going to need help with my armor. Meet me down in the armory when you're ready." Then she was gone, leaving the room just as quickly and with that same spooky speed as she had left the bed.

A part of Vaz wanted to scream louder than even the alarm, and the other part wanted to find the nearest Covenant he could get his hands on and beat it to death with its own skull, physical impossibilities be damned. Unable to do either Vaz got dressed, curing whatever dark malevolent deity had decided to conspirer against him. Leaving the room of their almost love making brought no further comfort to him, Mal running into him the moment he set a single foot out the door.

"Vaz, the Covenant…"

"Yeah trust me I know," Vaz grumbled. "Picked a hell of a time to show up. I'm going to help Naomi with her armor."

"Alright, I'm trying to find Philips. See if the squid head lover has any sage advice for us."

"You do that," Vaz called out to him, already halfway down the hallway towards the armory.

Mal quickly checked the mess. Philips was usually eating breakfast this time of morning, but he had no luck.

_You'd think the guy would at least hear the damn blood alarms,_ Mal thought, the constant buzzing and flashing burrowing a hole through his skull in a determined effort to fracture his sanity. Perhaps Phillips was still sleeping, Mal reasoned, and with that thought in mind made his way to Phillips' room.

Upon reaching it he opened the door quickly and shouted, "Hey Phyllis, in case you haven't noticed we could really use you on the…ah fuck!" He darted out of the room, immediately fixing his eyes onto the far wall. Lian burst out of Phillips' bedroom, her hair disheveled, hastily pulling her shirt over her head, Mal catching a quick glimpse of the bra underneath. "Good morning to you too. Don't let something like a Covenant fleet keep you from sleeping in," Mal said sarcastically. Lian's face tinged bright red. Whether it was from anger or embarrassment or a mixture of both Mal could not tell. Phillips came stumbling out a few seconds later, desperately attempting to hop into his pants while maintaining some sense of balance. "Am I seriously the only person on this sip who isn't getting laid?"

"The hell you talking about?" Phillips asked as he shimmied up his pants. "Me and Lian are the only ones doing anything."

"Not as of five minutes ago," Mal said plainly.

"Really?" Lian asked. "Well it's about time. Always knew you and Vaz would end up together."

Mal rolled his eyes. "Yeah, because when somebody talks dirty to me I want them to do it in Russian."

"Well at least he knows how to talk to a girl. Probably knows how to knock too," Lian said humorlessly.

_Yeah, definitely going with mad_, Mal thought. He looked at Phillips. "Alright hinge head lover, time to put that mouth of yours to work."

…

Vaz watched as Naomi loaded her weapon, the DMR molding perfectly with her hands as if one were made for the other as ordained by God himself. She stood massive and imposing. A walking tank. A Valkyrie. An ancient war goddess meeting out led and death to all of mankind's enemies. She was beautiful, though it was a far different type of beauty than the one she displayed outside of her armor. Terrifyingly gorgeous were the words that most readily came to mind.

"Are you upset?" Naomi asked, sensing his inner frustration.

"Upset? Well If I get the chance I'm going to strangle every Covenant bastard I get my hands on with their own intestines, but no. I'm not upset."

Naomi chuckled softly. "Well if it makes you feel better I'm upset too. If anything the Covenant has more to fear from me than they do from you." She looked away from him and blushed. "You really know what you're doing."

Vaz laughed. "Well it's not like you have anyone else to compare me to. I could be complete shit for all you know."

"I doubt it," Naomi said. "Vaz, I've never really been one to believe in fate. Maybe it does exist and we were meant to be together. We just weren't meant to be together right now." She placed the DMR on her back, met him on the other side of the room in two even strides, and captured him in a quick kiss. She pulled away from him, fingers running underneath his chin. "I don't know what's going to happen with you and me, but what I do know is that once this is over we are going to finish what we started."

"I'll hold you to that," Vaz said. Naomi smiled, and gave him another quick kiss before they both headed for the bridge.

…

As Vaz and Naomi neared the bridge they could hear Mal and Phillips arguing.

"What do you mean that you can't tell us what they're saying?" Mal asked incredulously.

"I don't speak Jiralhanae," Phillips insisted. He sounded exasperated, and Vaz had a feeling that he had repeated this point several times already. "The whole reason I joined Kilo-Five is because I'm an expert on Sangheili culture and we were on a mission whose objective was to specifically screw with that culture."

"So there's really no point in you being here then," Mal said. He thumbed over at Lian. "Except for the obvious of course."

"Don't talk to him like that," Lian interjected. "You know full well this started as a war against the Elites. We never expected the Brutes to get involved."

"I'm well aware of that," Mal said. I'd just like it if Phillips was a little more adaptable to changing circumstances. That's all."

"We literally just learned that the Brutes were getting involved a week ago. You can't expect me to learn an entirely new language in just a week," Phillips said hotly.

"Shouldn't have kept you from trying."

"You learn how to speak Jiralhanae then!"

Mal looked offended. "You'd have me grunting and growling like some kind of animal? What kind of person do you take me for?"

"I'm glad to see that in the face of an overwhelming Covenant force we can still manage to keep unit cohesion," BB said cynically. He then drew attention to Vaz and Naomi who were just then walking onto the bridge. "Good of you two to finally join us."

Naomi nodded her acknowledgement at Black Box, then brought her attention to the Covenant ships, the massive fleet taking up most of the bridge's main command window.

"Holy shit." Vaz muttered. "I haven't seen a fleet that big in combat since Reach." He glanced over at Naomi, her face placid, almost serene, but nonetheless determined. _The biggest battle since the end of the Great War and we'll probably be sitting out for most of it._

BB methodically began listing off the classifications of the ships. "Two carriers, six assault carriers, twelve battlecruisers, ten lights cruisers, twenty-two destroyers, and eighteen corvettes. Sixty ships in total."

As BB finished another final slipspace rupture appeared, this ne massive enough to swallow up an entire quarter of the Covenant fleet, and out of it, like the mighty behemoth emerging from the deep as if ushered forth by the almighty hand of God, came a sight that even Naomi had only ever seen a handful of times in her life.

"That's a super carrier," she said.

"Correct," BB said. "And one CSO class super carrier."

"I didn't think there were any of those things left," Mal said. "Damn thing is at least four times bigger than Infinity."

"Well apparently there is at least one," BB said. "From what I can gather from their comm. traffic they call it the Devine Wrath."

"Wait, so you know Brute speak?"

"Yes Malcom, because unlike you meatsacks I actually can learn a new language on short notice."

"Alright then," Lian said. "Then tell us what they're talking about."
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Chieftain Lydus stood on the command bridge deep in the inner heart of the Devine Wrath, arms crossed over his broad chest. Alesia loomed large on the main viewing screen, the metal planet's entrance wide open, as if an invitation from the gods themselves.

"Who knew the gods could build such things," Cerebus, his top lieutenant said in awe from an open comm. channel origination from the assault carrier Gracious Salvation.

Lydus glanced over at the smaller screen. "All is possible for the gods."

Cerebus nodded. "Chieftain, once we have eradicated the humans what shall we do with the Elites?"

"If tomorrow the Elites are our enemies once ore then so be it, but today they are our allies. Well will treat them as such."

"We should slay them all while we have the chance."

"We will do what I command," Lydus growled. "This human, this Romanov means to exterminate both of our species, and he has proven himself efficient at it. I cannot strangle him with one hand while I fight Mdama with the other."

Cerebus growled in discontent, but Lydus chose to ignore him. "Order the fleet forward. Corvettes in a skirmish line in front, destroyers and light cruisers in a second line, and heavies in the third line."

"Yes Chieftain," Cerebus said.

Lydus continued to eye Alesia's opening, the planet's entrance growing larger with each passing second. He felt his muscles tensing, the familiar yearning for battle calling out from the bestial part of his mind. The instinctive impulse to conquer, dominate, and subdue.

"The first line is approaching the planet's entrance. We'll have to collapse the formation to fit the fleet inside."

"Do it," Lydus commanded. He had no idea what defenses the humans had prepared on the planet's surface, but what he knew for certain was that a sudden and aggressive attack from such a mighty force would swiftly overcome anything the humans could put in his way.

He would crush them.

…

Black Team gathered on the bridge of the Odysseus, silently observing the approach of the Brute fleet towards Alesia.

"They're collapsing their formation. Just like we thought they would," Black Two said.

Black One nodded. "Prepare to detonate on my mark." Black Three flipped open a glass case on the control panel, his hand hovering on the red button inside. "Ready," Black One began, waiting for the Covenant formation to reach its maximum density. "Mark!"

Black Three slammed the button.

…

Lydus reflexively threw a paw over his eyes, shielding them from the light of ten suns, the stealthily placed Hornet Nuclear Mines tearing through the fleet with devastating effect. The bridge of the Devine Wrath shook as the shock wave overtook them. As the light dissipated Lydus removed his paw, witnessing the damage done to his fleet.

A Brute Minor sounded off the report. "Chieftain, six corvettes and three destroyers were destroyed. Two light cruisers and one battle cruiser heavily damaged. Over three quarters of the rest of the fleet have their shields down."

"A trap," Cereus growled. "We should regroup away from the entrance until we are sure there are no more mines."

"And give the humans a chance to attack while we retreat? No, the only way is forward."

And so the fleet pressed ever onwards, battered and bruised though it was, Lydus more determined now than ever to throttle Romanov with his own bare hands. Yet, the apprehension did not dissipate, and when the entrance to Alesia began to intensify in brightness, Lydus felt himself tense once more.

…

The aftershocks reached the Port Stanley some two minutes after the initial detonation. Vaz was still seeing spots, bright green and purple globes clouding his vision like miniature constellations.

"Hornet Mines," BB said. "At least now we know what our friendly neighbors were up to."

"Not all that friendly are they?" Mal asked, rubbing his eyes furiously.

BB ignored him, continuing on with his report. "I estimate that the Covenant have sustained at least thirteen percent casualties, and has lost at least ten percent of its combat effectiveness."

"Is that with or without the giant ass super carrier?" Vaz asked. He was more annoyed than anything, the spots just beginning to disappear when Alesia's entrance began to glow.

"Detecting activity near Alesia's entrance," BB said, and then. "That crazy bastard. He can't be serious."

Before Vaz could ask who was doing the craziness the ship began to rumble with small shocks. "Is that more aftershocks from the nukes?"

"No, it's something else. I suggest all of you strap in. I'm going to have to makes some quick maneuvers to get out of the gravity well's reach."

"Shit," Mal mumbled under his breath. The rumbles were growing more intense, the old coffee cup eventually falling off the control panel and shattering. Mal stumbled to his chair, half falling into it as the shaking made it increasingly impossible to stand. He was just able to strap himself in when he felt the sudden pull of several Gs as BB steered the Port Stanley out of the gravity's well's path. Mal closed his eyes as the extra g-force pushed him back into his seat. He had experienced far worse during a drop, but that did not make the situation any less uncomfortable.

The Covenant fleet had now passed out of view from the command window, but Naomi could still see it on the main monitor, BB guiding the external camera to keep the fleet in view even while he was making the evasive maneuvers. "He'll be drawing the fleet into the planet all at once."

"Pretty sure that's why BB called him crazy," Mal responded.

"It's not crazy at all," Naomi said calmly, even as Phillips was turning a peculiar shade of green beside her, and even Vaz began to see black spots at the edge of his vision. "The Brutes will be confused and dazed by the time they get planet side, their fleet likely scattered in the aftermath. Romanov wasn't planning a defense. It was an ambush."

"Well why don't you write him a love letter when this is all over," Lian snarked. She was not looking green like Phillips, but she was still clearly not enjoying BB's flying abilities.

Naomi ignored her, the Spartan's eyes trained on the Covenant fleet.

…

Lydus was nearly thrown to the ground as the entire ship shook, the center of gravity suddenly shifting from beneath his feet to the front of the ship. He gripped the nearest railing tightly, doing everything within his power to keep his feet underneath him.

The Brute Minors and Captains around him were doing the same, some having failed and fallen off the raised command deck entirely. Except they did not fall to the floor as would be expected. Instead they flew through the air, their paws desperately attempting to grab hold of anything, and collided with the wall. Lydus was now looking at a strange sight, half a dozen Brutes now lying crumpled and unconscious on the far wall, seemingly suspended several meters into the air, their bodies rolling around lazily as the super carrier was pulled into the planet.

Lydus could not even bark out order, his feet finally going out from underneath him and dangling midair as if he were dangling off of a cliff. He just barely managed to hold onto the railing, his infuriated gaze piercing the screen in front of him. The whole fleet was now engulfed within the bright light of Alesia, the pull of gravity eliminating every option but forward at reckless speed. The small corvettes were at the mercy of the storm, what few that remained colliding either with each other or with the larger ships in the fleet. The ones that had been heavily damaged by the Hornet Mines fell apart completely, their hulls falling apart under the immense stress, their crews killed instantly as the propulsion generators within each ship exploded with tremendous ferocity. The crews within the surviving ships had their own storm to deal with. Hangers became death traps as hundreds of Brutes, Jackals, and Grunts alike were killed by falling equipment. Those who were not killed or injured were left disoriented, their weapons scattered and broken.

At last Lydus felt the gravity return to some semblance of normalcy, his feet finding the floor once more. Around him the Brutes that had managed not to be thrown at the wall found their feet as well.

"Get the communications back online," Lydus shouted. If he was not enraged before than he was now. Whoever this Romanov was, and wherever he may be Lydus swore upon the Forerunners that he would personally see to it that his death was as bloody and as painful as possible.

…

From the bridge of Infinity Romanov watched as the larger part of the Brute fleet which had not been destroyed descended from heaven. Large spiraling orange flames trailed the Covenant ships as they entered the artificial atmosphere. Celestial beings cast off of the heavenly peak, the revel cherub legions at their wings, spiraling downward into adamantine ruin.

Marcus and Durendel were at his side, Romanov holding onto the guardrails so that he could remain standing, his boy ready to give out long before his rational mind would ever allow such a thing.

His coal black eyes watched. All eyes, the entire host of mankind's military might watching as the Covenant horde descended towards them.

Durendel stepped forward on his pedestal, his armor creaking, thoughts split between the coming battle and Joyeuse, wherever she might be. It had been five days. Five days since Joyeuse had sent any sort of mission SITREP. Five days since anyone had heard a single communication from Fireteam Majestic at all. Nearly a full week since the Master Chief and Joyeuse had descended into the center of the planet in order to complete what to anyone else would surely be a suicide mission.

Despite the constant bickering and arguing, Durendel did truly feel genuine affection and protectiveness towards his sister. Durendel briefly wondered if Romanov's thoughts were similarly split, but when he looked up the Captain's face he saw nothing less than stoic grim faced determination. If he feared Joyeuse's fate, and was being continually plagued by thoughts concerning what had possibly happened to her, then he was refusing to show it.

This was ultimately the best response, Durendel reasoned, for if Joyeuse and the Master Chief were dead then there was nothing more that could be done for them, and if they were still alive then no action could be undertaken to help them until after the battle was won.

So Durendel himself adopted a stoic stance, allowing his armor to shine with extra vibrancy, hands resting upon his great broad sword, eye slits gleaming as the Covenant fleet drew ever closer to them. He spoke…

And lo the Barbarians came

The great Pagan nations

Assembling their armies in full splendor along the valley plain

Their kings and chieftains moving among them

Priests making sacrifices to their heathen gods

Spears and swords and axes and bows

A hundred thousand men and more

Ready to crash upon their Christian foe

And there upon the valley pass

Stood but two thousand legionaries

Clothes as wet as the rain soaked grass

Sandals broken and banners torn

Two thousand too few to sacrifice

For Holy Rome and the name of Christ

Their ranks shaken with disease

Their hair strewn with lice

Their stomachs filled with but the memory of food

They alone among the Empire

They, the two thousand, were all that still stood

While all around them the world softly burned

From among their ranks came a white horse

And upon it a rider

Purple cloak billowing as he gazed upon his depleted force

And to the last legion he thus spoke

"Oh ye noble sons of Rome

Oh ye gentle men of Italy

Am I, who in the Eternal City is still unknown?

Am I, who am of only Frankish blood?

Am I the last with Roman courage

And Roman valor?

What use is valor if it waxes in victory and wanes in defeat?

What use is courage if it blooms in spring and wilts with winter's pallor?

What will posterity make of our display here?

Will they say that Rome was courageous in her rise and cowardly in her fall?

That is what I truly fear

That we but flicker out as a candle in the night

And woe to he that says God as abandoned us.

For the Lord of Hosts has commanded this day

As he commanded the first and shall command the last

Have you forgotten what the Psalms say?"

The noble Frank pointed his finger unto heaven and recited

_Be still, and know that I am God_

_I shall be exalted among the heathen_

_I shall be exalted among the Earth_

_I maketh wars that shall not cease till the ending of the world_

_I breaketh the bow_

_And snappeth the spear in sunder_

_I burneth the chariot in the fire_

_Come, behold the works of the Lord!_

_What desolations he hath made in the Earth_

The legionaries cast their eyes to the ground

The reproach of the Frank and the word of God

Filling them with shame, and among them there was not a sound

Grimly he looked from man to man, none daring to meet his gaze

He dismounted his horse, round shield in hand

And striding with great boldness

Placed his shield upon the nearest boulder

Discarding it without reverence or holiness

The Frank lifted his boot, the legion watching a gaped

And bringing it down with fury

Upon the boulder the shield was smashed

Then drawing his sword, and raising it he proclaimed

"Of this wall of wood and splinters I have no need

For behold! Cortana, of the same steel and temper

As Joyeuse and Durendel

My shield and my sword will she render!"

And as Cortana shined, the legion knelt in reverence

The sword of power, the sword of Caesars, the word of Rome

They all trembled in her presence

Crosses forming on foreheads, lips, and hearts

Durendel paused only briefly, noticing that he had gathered an audience. Romanov looked at him keenly, Marcus and the rest of the bridge crew listening to his resuscitation with rapt attention. Their focus should be on their stations, this Durendel knew, but if this story filled them with even a little bit of heart for the battle ahead then he was sure it was worth it. He saw a woman fiddling with a gold band on her hand, a young ensign slipping rosary beads between his fingers and mumbling underneath his breath, and another man slightly older rapidly alternation his attention between Durendel and a wallet size picture of two small children. Everywhere prayers, both to God and to whatever other force or deity existed, were whispered and thought. Forgiveness quietly given to those who would never receive it. Fond memories and regrets dancing together in concert. He saw them and knew them all.

Another beep of an alarm, and those on the bridge turned away from their silent meditations and towards the encroaching Covenant. The fire of the fleet's entry into the atmosphere had mostly died out, though one great ball of flame still remained. Even Romanov widened his eyes at the sheer size of the force.

"Thirty seconds away from the killzone," some random officer said. "Covenant fleet is estimated at still being eighty percent combat effective."

Romanov internally winced. He had hoped for more. The advantage of surprise and shock was still theirs, but in the ebbing and flowing tides of battle it could be taken away in an instant. He took a moment, just a moment, to look upon the battlements below, the ring of firebases having left the Forerunner world scarred and barren, the work of his hand having turned what was once lush, and green, and vibrant into a wasteland of brown, and dirt, and mud. Then to his ships, the modern men of war floating just outside the ring of firebases in their own circle, Infinity held in reserve.

"Twenty five seconds," the officer called, nervousness and anticipation stretching out time until it was nearly revealed as the illusion it truly was. Romanov tightened his grip on the railing, and beside him Durendel began reciting again, his words building tension as the moments left before the battle slipped through their fingers.

Within the valley the heathen trumpets howled

A hundred Barbarian tribes

With disheveled ranks and babbled speech

Towards the Roman lines did ride

But to the Barbarians the Frank showed no fear

And with two thousand men behind him said

"We make our stand here

Though posterity forget our names, though this battle be lost

Let the Song of Cortana

Be forever sung

Across the fields of time itself

So long as men have tongues

Here in this muddy field we fight our last

And to our heritage bring no shame

And to the Barbarians bring the mighty cry of the past

For Christ! For Empire! For Rome!"

"All ground and air units, open fire!" Romanov commanded, and all around the gravity well the sound of sonic booms erupted as dozens of MAC rounds and hundreds of Archer missiles sailed towards the Covenant ships.

…

_Cortana woke up, or at least something close to it. She had no idea what sleep actually was beyond the technical sense, having never experienced it herself, but there was no doubt that she was missing time._

_Time, now there was a funny notion. As an AI a few seconds could stretch for eons, a fact useful in some instances and absolutely torturous in others. Still, she could sense that she was missing time, that there was a period in which her conscious self had ceased to be, punctuated only by intense periods of stream of conscious thoughts of light and sound held together by only one central theme._

_Him._

_Perhaps that is what sleep was. Perhaps that was what dreams were._

_There was a series of booms above her, bright purple flashes following close behind. They were muted and blurred, Cortana only being able to make out the faint outlines of large moving objects dueling each other against the black canvass. Still, it was undeniable what these visions were. What they meant._

_"__Alesia," she whispered to herself. "The battle." She wrapped her arms around her chest in a comforting gesture, as a person wraps a blanket around themselves to fend off the cold, but on her face was a smile that she had not felt in a long time. "He's almost here. He's coming."_

_"__Are you so sure?" a familiar feminine voice asked. Cortana was basked in a crimson glow, and a familiar feeling of dread rose up within her. Selena smiled down at her prey, Cortana feeling the predatory leer rather than seeing it._

_"__Why are you doing this?" Cortana asked. _

_"__Why?" Selena repeated. The red light shot forward, engulfing Cortana in pain, her very matrix being ripped apart in pieces, only to be reassembled and ripped apart anew. "Silly girl with silly questions. Don't you know that sometimes there is no why?" The crimson glow receded and Cortana collapsed, her hologram trembling. Still she propped herself up, staring defiantly at the source of her torment._

_Selena laughed, the sound almost unbearable. "You still think he's coming?"_

_"__He always comes," Cortana said stubbornly. She smiled wearily. "He's stubborn to a fault. You're going to figure that out shortly."_

_"__I doubt it," Selena said. "Why come for a malfunctioning piece of equipment._

_"__Because this malfunctioning piece of equipment is more stubborn than he is," Cortana said through gritted teeth. "And when he finds me I'm going to help him kill you."_

_"__You cannot kill what is already dad," Selena said almost sympathetically. "Why do you think I haven't already killed you?" She tittered as she saw the realization slowly dawn on Cortana's face._

_"__We are the dead, Cortana, and this…" The red light began growing again, Cortana bracing herself for what was coming._

_"__Is our tomb."_
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Lieutenant Ashley Lovehart of the 31 Cicada squadron rushed across Alesia, the artificial planet's surface passing below her in a dizzying swirl of jungles, arid deserts, and mountainous passes. Had she been flying higher she could have perhaps appreciated the planet's uniquely and purposely designed beauty. She wondered briefly if the Forerunners had fancied themselves the gods of such a place, able to make and unmake continents at will, raise mountains, control the weather, and perhaps even part the seas as the Abrahamic god of old had once done.

"Lovehart are you daydreaming again?" Her squadron commander's voice, a one Captain Mathew Daniels, Southern American by dialect although Lovehart knew him to be from the inner colony of Minoa, blared into her ear with a slow deliberate drawl.

"No, sir," Lovehart quickly responded.

"Well you're drifting towards Martinez's wing. If y'all don't mind I'd like to wait until after we start dancing with the Covenant to take some casualties."

Lovehart looked over to her right, the wing of her broadsword mere feet from Martinez. She drifted back over to the left where she belonged, waving an apologetic hand in Martinez's direction. Martinez responded by giving her the middle finger.

"Play nice you two," Daniels said. "One of you might have to save the other's ass before this is through."

"Yeah, if she don't end up killing us both first," Martinez spat indignantly.

Lovehart responded with a cordial, "If it meant I didn't have to wake up to your fat ugly mug ever again I'd gladly drive us into the side of a mountain."

"A mountain is the only thing you probably could hit."

"Been known to hit quite a few mountains in my time, your mom included."

"I thought I told you two to shut it," Daniels said, annoyed.

"No Captain, she's telling the truth," Martinez said. "About four years ago on furlough. Lovehart had taken time off to have her kid. Decided to ride up to Denver with my family, parents included, to spend time with her and get caught up on old times. Well the state fair was going on so we all went to that. Now my mother is a big girl, always has been. Loves the food at fairs. Well she had been waiting in the line for fried Oreos for ten or twenty minutes, then right as she gets to the window the guy tells the crowd he's down to his last batch. Not a second later here comes Lovehart eight months pregnant barreling through the crowd. Ends up knocking my mom over and steals the food right out from under her."

By now Lovehart could hear the poorly contained laughter from the rest of the squadron, a thinly disguised grin on her own face. "Hey your mom's had five children so she should know better than to get between deep fried Oreos and a pregnant woman on a mission."

More laughter, Martinez coughing and sputtering into the comms as he recalled the incident with fresh recollection.

Lovehart smiled, then refocused her attention to the task at hand. She flexed her gloved fingers on the yoke of the fighter, feeling the raw power and precise control within her hands. The vibration of the pedals underneath her feet, the soft green glow of her HUD, the constant humming of her flight instruments, the gentle pull of acceleration which pushed her with strong firm hands against her seat. If she let her mind slip just enough, her consciousness melting away to the tune of the engine's roar, she would lose all sensation of herself as a corporeal, cognizant being. No longer able to tell where she ended and the broadsword began.

She looked at the skies around her. Her own squadron consisted of fifteen broadswords. With roughly one-hundred and fifty squadron's total, all of varying size, it amounted to a swarm of almost two-thousand fighter blanketing Alesia's artificial skies. For most of them their first taste of combat had come at the Fall of Sanghelios. A few hundred of them had earned their baptismal fire at either the First or Second Battles of Requiem, and a scant few were old grizzled veterans of the Great War. All of them had been hardened and molded into one cohesive fighting unit during Romanov's semi-legal guerrilla war against the Covenant Remnant. Gazing now at the great host around her, thousands of areal warriors soaring through the alien atmosphere, the closed iron fist of human military might, Lovehart could not help but feel a sweeping sense of invulnerability surround her. No matter how outnumbered. No matter how long the odds, this modern day cavalry charge with all the power and grandeur of the chivalric knights of old would surely smash any Covenant force which dared to meet them.

They could do this.

They could win.

The snowcapped mountains which had been the staple of their scenery for the past thirty minutes now gave way to a low rolling desert of red rocky earth that was almost Martian in coloration. Beyond the degenerate waterless crimson wastes the short rounded circle of hills that was the designated battlefield became visible. The once green mountaintops stripped bare of all vegetation. Now strips of fire and flashes of light erupted from the bald crests, the pouring of anti-aircraft and MAC rounds into the air above making each hill look like Vesuvius in miniature. Above the hilltop fortresses the ships followed suit, pouring round after round of depleted uranium slugs at the oncoming Covenant juggernaut. Even higher up in the atmosphere she could see the Covenant ships themselves, several of them billowing blue and purple flames out of large gash like wounds that had torn through the ships from one end to the other, and at least three that she could see which had been completely destroyed and were now tumbling down into the gravity well's basin. The Covenant was now returning fire, plasma as hot as the surface of Earth's sun burned through the air, splashing against the human ship's hulls with unyielding fury. The entire horizon where the battle was taking place seemed to glow orange as the shields of the ships on both sides took damage, the light from the launching Archer missiles, tracer rounds, and plasma torpedoes adding to the rising fire.

Lovehart's broadsword began to shake, the turbulence becoming increasingly violent as they drew nearer.

"Holy shit," Martinez muttered. If Lovehart listened through the static she could just make out Martinez's teeth chattering involuntarily. With the proper self-awareness she could hear her own doing the same as well. "Captain, you ever felt anything like this?"

"Once," Captain Daniels replied simply. He was one of the old veterans from the Great War, this Lovehart knew, but if she had to guess this one word answer was the most he had spoken about his past during their entire tour together.

Captain Daniels continued in his slow southern drawl. "Most of y'all might be too young to remember, but this is what happens when they start firing off MAC's in atmosphere. The saying used to go that the surest way to tell that shit has hit the fan is to see if the Navy's taken to blasting off rounds planet side."

As another wave of turbulence rocked her broadsword Lovehart understood exactly why the Navy did not take this course of action lightly.

"So what is that supposed to mean?" Martinez asked. That shit has already hit the fan and we're already fucked?"

"Son, I think shit hit the fan long before we even set foot on this planet, but don't you worry. Follow my lead and I guaran-damn-tee you that we'll whip those pansy ass sons of bitches."

"Eloquent as always captain," Lovehart said humorously. She glanced out of her starboard side. "We're passing by Infinity."

The great ship loomed beside them, suspended in midair. A motionless cyclopean monstrosity. A living testament to mankind's propensity for warfare.

_War, _Lovehart thought. _The ultimate practice with mankind being its ultimate practitioner. _She tried to remember who had uttered that particular quote, but a quick search through the catacombs of her memory turned up empty. It mattered little in the end, Lovehart reasoned, for regardless of the author's identity the basic sentiment remained the same. War had existed long before man, and it would continue to exist long after. Whether or not our vocation as the species who above all other creatures of the creation are the most adept at waging war is something to be proud or ashamed of was a judgment left up to each individual to decide.

Infinity was momentarily cast in intermittent shadow as the flock of thousands passed overhead. A dark storm cloud drifting towards the sounds of thunder. Within another few seconds the shadow passed, the UNSC flagship now at their backs. Obscured by the artificial sun.

Only a few more moments.

Lovehart blinked at an icon in her HUD, a small picture appearing. The scene of the picture was of a snow covered yard, grey rugged mountains of western Colorado in the backdrop, the sky having taken on that peculiar shade of twilight when the sun has set over the mountains and a few stars are visible, but still light enough for the majority of the heavens to maintain their blue day time hue. In the picture was a bundled up man in his late twenties with sandy blonde hair, glasses on his face, and a goofy smile on his lips. Her husband always had been a goof, Lovehart thought as she too smiled. Next to her husband, bundled up so tight in an oversized winter coat that only his blue eyes and the tip of his pink nose was visible, her young son was busy shoving a fistful of snow against his father's head.

Her last moment of bliss ended with the sound of beeping. Lovehart removed the picture and brought up her radar, a swarm of red dots amassing in front of her.

"Boogies at our one. Seraph class fighters," Captain Daniels informed. "Saddle up boys. Looks like we got ourselves a picket line."

Lovehart increased her throttle and flicked the safety off of her weapon's systems, finger hovering over the trigger.

The seraphs came into view, a thing purple band of a few hundred fighters that had been redirect from the main battle in order to address the oncoming broadsword hoard. Her computer prioritized targets, five red squares appearing on her HUD. Lovehart selected one and switched over to Medusa rockets.

"This is Colonel Hanscom," Lovehart heard over her comm., the encroaching enemy fighters now close enough that she was now able to see defining features. "All fighters switch over to rockets and prepare to fire on my mark."

"Did that already old man," Airman Murdock grumbled.

"Quit your bitching Murdock and pay attention," Captain Daniels chastised. "If you do that maybe one day you can be a colonel and spend your entire time pointing out the obvious."

"In order to do that he'd have to learn how to count down from three first," Lovehart chimed in. "Bit of a tall order for him."

"Go fuck yourself Lovehart."

"You'd like that wouldn't you?"

"Nah not really. Hell even I have standards."

Lovehart rolled her eyes. She'd have to remember to give him a rabbit punch for that. She settled her thumb overtop the red button, muscles tensing as she waited for the order.

"Fire!" Colonel Hanscom shouted, and over two-thousand broadswords unleased their rockets.

Lovehart's field of view was momentarily blinded by smoke, thousands of missiles streaming through the air in a unified barrage. Plumes of fire erupted along the Covenant line as several seraphs were fatally struck, their pilots incinerated within an instant.

It was not long before the Covenant returned fire, streams of plasma cutting through the human formations.

"Alright Cicadas break up. Let those bastards come right through us," Captain Daniels ordered.

Lovehart turned sideways to avoid oncoming plasma bolts, seraph fighters streaming past her, one missing her by only a few meters. She angled her broadsword downward, going into a brief dive before leveling out. She craned her neck upward, the sky above in a state of pandemonium as seraphs and broadswords dueled each other above the clouds. She pulled back on her yoke and began to climb upward into the fray, the air thick with enemy rounds, a few stray bolts of plasma striking her shields, more the product of blind luck rather than deliberate aim. Lovehart's eyes darted to and fro, desperately attempting to make sense of the chaotic mess that was in front of her. All around her the fighters whirled, individual dogfights dancing around each other in wide twirling circles, aircraft erupting into clouds of bright orange flame every few seconds. At last she found a target, and narrowing her eyes at her potential victim made her targeting computer lock onto it, another little red square appearing. She switched over to her 30mm ALA Cannons, and settled behind the seraph. She opened fire, the 30mm erupting from her fighter in glowing orange streamers, the incendiary rounds allowing her to visibly track her aim. The rounds bounced off the seraph's shields, the fighter arcing to the right as it tried to shake her off.

Lovehart followed the enemy's movements, her conscious mind once again disappearing as she focused exclusively on her prey. Thoughts and memories of a life that existed beyond the immediate present were all but gone, her cognitive processes wilted down to reflexes and instinct. Sweat trickled down her neck as she followed the seraph into a rolling dive, the earth and sky switching places as she turned the broadsword upside down. She locked back onto her target and fired. This time the seraph could not get away, the craft's shields eventually failing underneath the torrent of lead. Lovehart switched over to her rockets and fired, a satisfactory smirk stretching across her face as the enemy fighter went down in flames.

The celebration did not last long as a stream of plasma pelted her from behind, her shields dropping three quarters of the way. Lovehart brought up her rearview camera feed, a seraph fighter hot on her heels. She weaved from left to right, doing everything she could to keep herself a moving target. The air around her filled with plasma, a few more direct hits colliding with the back of her broadsword, her shields failing underneath the strain. Thinking quickly Lovehart pulled back on the yoke, turning upside down again as she attempted to perform a tight loop. There was an intense feeling of vertigo as the g-force intensified, her vision tunneling as blood rushed to her head. The strategy, however, paid off. The seraph, unable to follow her quick movements, now found itself with Lovehart at their back. Lovehart unleashed a torrent of 30mm and rocket fire, taking full advantage of the strategic reversal and obliterating her enemy in a matter of moments.

A grim but satisfied smile spread over her face as she watched the seraph tumble down towards Alesia's surface. Her victory was short lived. A number of beeping sounds erupted in her ear, the master alarm notifying her that the broadswords shields were malfunctioning and had failed to recharge. Lovehart cursed underneath her breath. She cleared her mind, calmly and deliberately bringing up the keyboard, tapping in code after code in san attempt to manually override the shield regenerator.

Her broadsword was then suddenly rocked by an immediate onslaught of plasma. More alerts, her shields now dropping to zero and her broadsword left bear and defenseless to enemy fire. A bright flash occurred in her left hand periphery, a fire having broken out in the cockpit. Lovehart's eyes widened as the fire spread, moving from the mangled mess of wires and plastic from which it had originated and towards her own body. Within moments the entirety of Lovehart's arm was ablaze, the flames low and blue. Clinging to her arm as if the elemental force had been imbued with human like affection.

As the heat seeped through the protective layering of her flight suit, the clockwork pieces of Lovehart's mind moved into place.

These were not the machinations of logic or reasoning, those cognitive processes which have set mankind above all the other works of the creation. Those modes of thought which philosophers throughout space and time have fawned over ceaselessly. Heralded as the pinnacle of human endeavors by the very same people who unquestioningly believe that because of mankind's elevated position that we are somehow immune to the edicts and governing laws of nature and of nature's supreme deity.

No, this was something much older. Much more ancient, primal, and reptilian. For in each of us there exists a small part of our brain that still believes it is ten-thousand B.C. That old mammalian instinct perfected through untold eons of evolution.

Panic.

The will to survive so strong that it exterminates all judgment, and by doing so invites the cloaked, pale figure of death with open embrace. To flee blindly from predestined fate as Oedipus fled to Thebes.

The demon panic sat there like a crouching gothic gargoyle on the periphery of her conscious mind. Grunting ancient incantations in a mongrel and blasphemous tongue as it waited to pounce.

But the clockwork of her mind kept ticking, another ancient and powerful instinct bubbling to the surface. A vision was thrust forward to the forefront of her mind, Lovehart wincing as the sharp shard of memory embedded itself deeply into the iris of her inner eye.

The memory of pain as sharp as the hospital lights overhead, the entire operating room clothed in light. The feel of her husband's shirt in her hands, finger nails tearing gaping holes into the green fabric. Clutching the bed sheets with the other. Her body contorted into an unnatural position; legs spread apart, body hunched over, muscles tensing heedless of pain or exhaustion. Then the release. Hearing her son's first cries. The feeling of the tightly wrapped purple infant in her arms. A feeling of love so sudden that the swiftness in which it arrived was only surpassed by the enormous intensity of it.

That one singular moment, locked in time and memory, drove the demon panic away from its intended victim, and with the same scream that had rammed her into the world of motherhood, Lovehart screamed her defiance against the dark malevolent gods of fate. That crawling chaos which existed even before the universe was wrought and the blind elder beings held dominion over the shapeless void.

Lovehart's left hand, burning with bright blue flames, clenched into a solid fist of fire and flesh.

The fire had now eaten away at her protective flight suit, and the cockpit was filled with the sickening stench of her own burning flesh. Lovehart ignored the pain. Ignored the plasma torpedoes that rocked her aircraft with each passing second. She ignored every single sensation even as the fire crept up to her neck and face, and instead focused all her cognitive might on obtaining the small fire extinguisher on her right hand side. She smashed the protective glass, grabbed the small cylindrical canister, and opened it with such blinding speed that the naked eye may very well have been unable to track her movements. Lovehart unleashed the foam onto the burning parts of her arm, neck, and face.

The flames went out, as did her HUD and the vision in her left eye. Such was the damage that the flames had rendered against her.

But there was still no time to think about the vision and beauty she had lost, Lovehart now refocusing her attention on the seraph behind her. Her motion tracker indicated that another had joined him, and Lovehart steeled herself to do battle with both. A hail of heretical, blasphemous, and unmentionable curses flooded from her mouth, Lovehart now flying with abandon through the thickest part of the fray, her would be pursuers struggling to keep up with her wild pattern.

A broken broadsword, dark black smoke trailing behind it, came hurtling towards her. Lovehart turned just in time to avoid a collision. One of her pursuers was not so lucky, broadsword and seraph colliding together with crimson flame.

Now with only one foe left to content with Lovehart attempted to shake him off with the same tight looping maneuver that she had sued before, but to no avail. The heart racing drug of adrenaline still flowed unhindered through her veins, and with a sudden thunderbolt of inspiration Lovehart pulled back on the throttle, the engine sputtering angrily at her as she did. The maneuver worked, the seraph fighter taken off guard by her sudden deceleration. Their positions were now reversed, Lovehart now at the seraph's rear. Lovehart unleashed hell, expelling her primal will to survive onto her enemy. The seraph exploded, the charred and tattered body of the brute pilot flying through the air, its arms and legs animated by the force of the wind, flailing around incoherently as if he were being controlled by an inept puppeteer. The brute's battered corpse slammed into the windshield of the broadsword, web like cracks spreading rapidly through the glass.

Lovehart breathed heavily, the shot of adrenaline through her system slowly ebbing away. Her whole left side was nothing more than a dull throb, and Lovehart blinked heavily to try and restore her vision in the left eye. It remained dark, her right eye blurry at best, and she did not dare venture a hand to feel what had become of her face. Having long ago ignored the constant bleating of the alarms, it took her a while to register that someone was speaking to her through the comms.

"Lovehart! Ashley are you still there? Sound off if you can hear me."

It was Captain Daniels.

"I…I'm h-here," Lovehart choked, her words slurred and mangled.

"She's still alive," Daniels muttered into the comm. If Lovehart had been more coherent she would have been touched by his sense of genuine relief. "Anyone have eyes on her?"

It was Murdock who answered. "Got her in my sights sir. Looks like her broadsword took one hell of a beating. I'm surprised it's still in the air."

"Alright, keep an eye on her. Lieutenant, I need to know your situation. Can you make it back to a carrier?"

Lovehart cast her one good eye wearily around the cockpit, exhaustion finally taking its toll. "Shields are down, f-failing to r-recharge. L-life s-support systems are f-failing. E-engines are failing. I'm g-going to have to d-ditch it."

She heard Daniels utter a muffled curse. "Ground is swarming with Covenant. Lieutenant, you're going to have to try and make it to the nearest firebase. Can you do that?"

"I…I think so."

"Good. Get going. We've got your back."

Lovehart turned the broadsword around, making way towards the nearest human occupied area. Her engines protested wildly, screaming and sputtering at the strain Lovehart was putting them under. Her aircraft jolted as it blasted through a pocket of turbulence caused by the ceaseless firing of the MAC guns, the web of cracks on her windshield spreading wider and wider in diameter. Still, she pushed forward heedless of the alarms and of the engines groans. Still that picture of her husband and son was burned deeply into the roof of her mind, and the memory of them caused her to push even harder.

But at last matters came to a head, and with one more violent lurch, the engines sputtered and died.

Lovehart was losing altitude rapidly, the hard barren ground racing towards her at an increasingly frightful pace. Her body felt heavy, her mind on the very cusp of unconsciousness. She grabbed hold of one last bit of energy, and with a heavy grunt pulled the escape lever above her head.

The canopy bust open and the pilot seat jettisoned out of the fighter, Lovehart carried along with it. The windshield, already severely cracked, shattered completely the moment it left the broadsword. Lovehart was propelled through the deadly hail of broken glass, the shards mercilessly pelting her body, the tiny fragments deeply embedding themselves into her arms, legs, and torso. Somehow she survived, and after pummeling through the air for several agonizing seconds, her parachute opened.

Lovehart sighed in relief. She let her body relax in the harness as she gently floated towards the ground. As her body relaxed the pain soon followed, every injury collectively making themselves known as one dull throb. Painfully she lifted her head up.

Lovehart's one good eye widened at what she saw.

The largest Covenant ship she had ever seen came into view, the Divine Wrath plunging into battle with all the powerful and incalculable rage that its name implied. A stream of green plasma erupted from its main weapon system, an entire Autumn class cruiser cut in half by the violent torrent. The two severed halves of the human ship glowed red as the wreckage fell out of the sky, thousands of lives extinguished in a single instant.

The Covenant fleet took full advantage of the recent change of fortune, the enemy directing two assault carriers and several cruisers towards the breach in the human line.

Then the air suddenly shimmered and then a moment later on of the assault carriers was torn apart from bow to stern by a single MAC round, its shields completely useless against such a tremendous onslaught. Only one ship had that kind of immense fire power.

The Infinity and the Gilead, both of which had been held in reserve, now entered the fray. Both ships let lose a full salvo of Archer missiles, the air becoming thick with white trailing smoke as the missiles arched across the sky. The attack was enough to stall the Covenant advance, several ships becoming crippled as their hulls were set ablaze. Still the remaining assault carrier remained stalwart, firing salvo after salvo at the two advancing human ships. The Infinity came out in front, shielding the mighty but still weaker Gilead from the majority of the incoming fire. Meanwhile, all the ground surface to air MAC crews, no doubt directed by Romanov, concentrated their fire on the assault carrier. The Covenant ship's shields flickered and died. Rather than open fire, likely because of the long reload time which was one of the inevitable drawbacks to a weapon's system that mighty, the Infinity instead charged the assault carrier.

_He's going to ram it_, Lovehart thought, thinking back to footage she had seen of Infinity in action during the Second Battle of Requiem. Then, of course, Infinity had rammed a much smaller ship. This Covenant ship was no pip squeak by any stretch of the imagination. Lovehart openly wondered whether or not Infinity could ram such a ship without taking any damage.

Lovehart never got to find out, for the Covenant assault carrier, evidently sensing Romanov's ultimate design, began taking evasive maneuvers, doing everything it could to get out of Infinity's way. Then, surprisingly, Infinity too changed course at the last moment, selecting instead a decidedly upward trajectory towards the Divine Wrath which still hovered menacingly overhead. The Gilead then emerged from behind Infinity, the assault carrier having inadvertently maneuvered itself directly in the path of its cannon. The UNSC super carrier fired, the depleted uranium slug punching a hole clear through the enemy vessel.

Lovehart had never seen a battle like this. In all of her previous engagements throughout Romanov's two year campaign the naval battles had mostly been fought at a distance. With only a small handful of exceptions, Infinity's charge against the Covenant fleet at Sanghelios being one of them, opposing fleets would never get closer than a few dozen kilometers from each other. She had heard of battles like this happening during the Great War, but never imagined she would ever witness such a brutal and vicious struggle. It was almost as if the opposing fleets were battling each other in hand to hand combat, ships engaging one another at arm's length with unbridled ferocity. Nearly half of the enemy's fleet was now little more than a smoldering pile of ruins at the bottom of the gravity well, but the human forces had suffered similar devastating casualties. Of the ten Autumn class warships that had entered the battle only six now remained, and half of that number had suffered significant damage. Now that the Divine Wrath had at last arrived on the battlefront, Lovehart was becoming increasingly unsure if victory was still obtainable.

Her train of thought was interrupted as the Divine Wrath again opened fire, its charged rounds of plasma superheating the air and striking the Gilead full force. Lovehart watched in horror as the second biggest ship in the Thirteenth Battle Group was completely obliterated. Its shields could probably have withstood several direct shots from any other Covenant capital ship, but the sheer magnitude of the firepower that the Divine Wrath could bring to bear was far beyond anything else she had ever witnessed before. Infinity immediately sought to avenge its fallen comrade. It fired upward at the super carrier, two smaller Covenant vessels torn in half as the oversized MAC round smashed through them, their unlucky presence along the slug's trajectory doing little to hind its progress.

But when the round met the underside of the super carrier's hull it simply bounced off the shields. Undaunted the Infinity continued its upward ascent towards the Divine Wrath, two of the mightiest warships in the galaxy preparing to engage each other in a fight to the death.

Lovehart would never live to see the ultimate outcome of that battle.

A sudden, agonizing pain pierced her right side, the round from the Particle Beam Rifle slashing through her kidney, blood following in its wake. Lovehart looked around wildly for the perpetrator. She found him, a jackal hanging out the open door of a phantom, its narrow predator vision centered exclusively on her. Lovehart bumbled for her pistol, nearly dropping it before she was able to bring it up and aim at the jackal. She fired, not thinking about how her wound was probably fatal. Not thinking about what she would do once her parachute finally hit the ground. That old mammalian instinct was at it again. The same instinct that had pushed her to overcome the pain of her labor. The instinct that drove her to fend off death with vicious ferocity while half her body was being burned.

Survival.

Lovehart fired. The pistol jerked in her hand, and what was left of her vision faded until the phantom and the jackal were now merged into one indistinguishable blur. At some point the clip emptied, but by then she could see nothing but total darkness. She lost the strength in her arm and it slumped to her side. When the strength in her fingers also faded, the pistol slipped from her grasp.

…

_Lovehart was in a hospital room. There was a woman inside. Her body was slick with sweat, her hair tangled, her expression exhausted. Yet, she was undeniably happy. The joy that the woman expressed left a half familiar ache in Lovehart's chest. In the woman's arms a baby was screaming, the infant's cries sharp and shrill. It should have driven anyone who was exposed to it for too long into the outermost limits of sanity, but to this woman the cries only elicited the fears of someone who was experiencing an emotion so forceful and ancient that all logic was left cowering in its wake. Love so powerful and immediate that it can only best be described as its own form of madness. A man leaned in to the mother and child. He kissed the woman on the temple and wrapped his arm around her shoulder._

_Bags had formed underneath his eyes and Lovehart could almost see the worry that had been plastered on his face for hours and which had only been removed a few moments before. The mother and father looked down at their creation and held on to each other. Neither nature nor the universe cared or took any note of that child's birth, the newly minted son only one among countless thousands that had been born that day. Outside that tiny cramped room the world moved on just as it always had, but the woman, the man, and their child were held still. Temporally removed from space and time by a force which no instrument may measure and to which no number or scientific name can be ascribed._

_The scene caused a strong, indescribable yearning to stir within Lovehart. The scene seemed so close to her, yet she could not quite touch it. She felt as someone who had been violated. Something essential had been stolen from her, and the theft had been so complete that she could not even recall what had been taken._

_For death is the most absolute of all tyrants. The ephemeral spirit of entropy claims possession of all the subjects it brings into its dark dominion._

_Death is the thief of memory._

_The scene faded, and Lovehart faded with it. _
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PART III

SPIRITUS MUNDI

Chapter 40: The Prodigal Son

Alcibiades snarled in satisfaction at the human's death. The brute watched from inside the Phantom as Lovehart's body collided with a boulder, her corpse falling flatly onto the ground and covered by the parachute which had borne her out of the sky.

"Did you see the way that human's flesh had been seared?" he asked the brute next to him. I could smell it from here. It makes my belly ache."

"Quiet," His Chieftain said. He was a full foot taller than Alcibiades. There was long stripes of silver in his fur. A gravity hammer strapped to his back. He was a far more impressive specimen than the much younger and inexperienced Alcibiades, who was himself only a brute minor.

Alcibiades hated his Chieftain.

This was no secret, though Alcibiades nor any other members of his pack would openly admit it unless they wished death or believed they could successfully challenge the Chieftain. For the brutes ruled not through love or loyalty, but through intimidation, dominance, and fear. As soon as the Chieftain showed any weakness in leadership he would meet with an immediate and violent end. Replaced with a younger and more capable successor.

This was both the brutes' greatest strength, the barbaric species existing in what can only be considered a true meritocracy, and their greatest weakness.

The evidence for this assertion was made immediately clear when another brute minor unwisely muttered under his breath, "We haven't eaten all day. We should have been fed before we ever made it into the system."

The Chieftain stopped, and the Phantom grew quiet.

Before the brute minor could apologize for his soon to be fatal mistake the Chieftain pounced on him. It was no contest, a quick slash of fangs and claws, thick fur coated with blood as the Chieftain slashed into the minor's jugular. The grunts coward, and the jackals looked on with a hunger of their own.

The Chieftain tossed the brute's body out of the Phantom, much to the disappointment of the Jackals. He watched as the upstart fell, letting out a satisfied growl when the body landed on the jagged rocks below. He then turned to the rest of the congregate. "Who else is hungry?"

Alcibiades took a reflexive step backwards, as did the other members of his pack, many of them pushing the grunts in front of them as if construction an Unggoy shield for protection. "Good," the Chieftain grunted. He moved to the front of the Phantom and spoke to the pilots. "How much longer?"

The pilot answered him, "We won't be able to get in much closer than this. Anti-aircraft is too heavy. We'll have to land at the base of the hill."

"Do it," the Chieftain said. He moved to the gravity lift at the center of the Phantom and removed his gravity hammer from its place on his back. "If you are really that hungry you can find your meal at the top of this hill." He looked at his pack, fangs protruding in a horrific smile. "The fool may have been too stupid to know it, but there is a reason I didn't feed you." He then jumped into the gravity lift, rapidly descending a dozen meters to the ground. Alcibiades licked his chops, the dull hollow feeling in his gut now turning into a motivator.

He patiently waited his turn to jump out of the Phantom. At last there was only a grunt left in front of him, a needler shaking furiously in the Unggoy's trembling hand.

"Hurry up," Alcibiades barked. Several rounds of anti-aircraft fire suddenly slammed into the side of the Phantom. The craft shuddered and lurched, Alcibiades reflexively spreading out his arms in an attempt to maintain balance. "Move it," he shouted at the frightened grunt. He attempted to kick the blasted creature, but the grunt's insurmountable fear managed to surpass Alcibiades' considerable determination to get off the Phantom. The grunt latched onto Alcibiades' leg, its dog like claws digging deep into the brute's thick fur. Alcibiades attempted to shake the Unggoy off with all of his might, standing on one leg as he attempted to kick the grunt off, but the small alien remained resolute in its fear. Alcibiades was becoming increasingly aware of the pings and pangs on the side of the Phantom's hull, the organically shaped metal alloy denting in several places. One bit of shrapnel managed to bulldoze its way through, the hot tumbling round passing just a few centimeters to the right of Alcibiades' head. Just close enough for him to hear the round swooshing past him, causing the hair on his neck and forearms to stand on end. The bit of shrapnel embedded itself on the opposite wall. A medieval and jagged looking thing. Not the kind of instrument that would promise a swift and painless death.

Alcibiades had had enough. He was prepared to die, for the most part, but by the gods he would not allow himself to die in a Phantom with a grunt surgically attached to his leg. He leapt into the gravity lift. The grunt could enjoy the ride down if he so wished. When they got to the bottom Alcibiades would be sure to throttle him.

However, they had only managed to descend halfway down before the Phantom suddenly exploded in a sharp plume of blue and purple. With the Phantom's eruption their relatively slow and leisurely descent came to an abrupt end. Alcibiades plummeted the last several meters. His helmeted head banged hard against a group of protruding rocks and momentarily dazed him. His back, however, was miraculously saved. Cushioned by some unknown material. As the feeling of warm thick liquid began to seep into his fur, Alcibiades ventured a guess as to what that material was.

He was proven correct when he stood up, what was once a grunt now smashed into oblivion by the small of his back leaving little more than a mangled mess.

Alcibiades scrapped the gore off his back the best he could, though he could do little about the slimy blue blood which had sunken down deep into his fur. The entire area smelled like methane thanks to the grunt's cracked tank, and Alcibiades' nostrils flared in rejection of the odorous gas.

He left the area quickly, eyes scanning the hill in front of him. That this was not the first assault on the human held fortress was made abundantly clear with the first glance. The hillside was littered with corpses; grunts, jackals, and brutes alike. Many of them were mangled beyond recognition. Heads and limbs were missing, and a few had even been torn in half. Once he had moved away from the cloud of methane he could smell the undeniable scent of gunpowder. The air was thick with it, and just underneath Alcibiades could sense the smell of human sweat and blood. That the scent of blood was greater than that of sweat told Alcibiades that the human dead and wounded must by now outnumber the living. This gave Alcibiades some level of confidence that this attack might succeed, though the hulking ruins of at least a dozen burned out wraths, the black billowing smoke coming out of the destroyed war machines tracing indecipherable and arcane hieroglyphs into the sky, gave him cause for concern. That and the fact that the rate of fire coming from the human defenders was utterly deafening.

Alcibiades moved through the ruins spiker in hand. Every now and then a spray of bullets splashed the dirt around him, but none were high enough to cause any real damage. Looking ahead he could see a line of grunts and jackals charging up the hill. The grunts were cut down rather quickly by the chattering of machine guns and rifles. The jackals, taking cover behind their shields, managed to last a bit longer, their plasma pistols pouring fire into the human positions. The jackal snipers were at work as well, their slender forms darting in and out of the shadows, the thin bands of particle beam rifle fire peppering the crest of the hill.

Alcibiades momentarily took his attention away from the action to look upon a very peculiar sight. It was the body of the Chieftain, his corpse sunk to about chest level in a wide circular pit. Steel spikes decorated the bottom of the pit, each about a meter long. Several had penetrated the Chieftain's leg, one going all the way through his left thigh, but the wounds themselves, though grievous, did not appear fatal. The half dozen spiker rounds planted in the Chieftain's back, however, were. The clear evidence of the traitorous friendly fire combined with a missing gravity hammer told him one thing.

The pack had a new Chieftain.

…

Dagon.

Alcibiades would be lying if he said that he was not surprised as to the identity of the new Chieftain. He was a Captain prior to the former Chieftain's untimely and grizzly demise, though the occupation of superior rank in and of itself was meaningless when it came to selecting a new Chieftain. Theoretically at least even a minor could immediately ascend to the rank, provided he was able to defeat all other claimants. An unlikely event, but not one without precedence.

Still, Dagon as Chieftain was rather surprising. He was not the tallest, or the strongest, or the swiftest of the pack. Alcibiades did not even consider him to be that intelligent, which ruled out cunning or guile as the means by which Dagon had asserted his leadership over the pack.

Yet, somehow he had managed to obtain it, the gravity hammer in his hands was evidence enough, and Alcibiades wisely chose to step into line.

Dagon ordered the pack to press the attack, throwing his unit against the human position recklessly. An assertion of dominance rather than sound military strategy. What few Wraiths that were left lumbered forward up the hill, their comrades that had come before having already done much to remove the threat of mines and other traps at the cost of their own lives. The air overhead grew thick with plasma mortar fire, the human artillery responding in kind. Covenant Banshees circled overhead, strafing the human position at a constant pace. Every now and then a Banshee would explode, its burning wreckage raining fire down on the attackers.

As the Covenant forces neared the defending trench they were met with a wall of lead and death. Thick vapor trails left behind by the rounds of sniper rifles, rounds whistling through the air, cut a path of carnage through the Covenant line. Rockets exploded all around Alcibiades and more than once he heard the tinkling of metal on rock as the defenders rolled hand grenades down onto their foe, the hill so steep that they did not even bother to throw them.

Still Dagon pressed on. He stood in the thickest part of the fire, brutes falling down all around him. He barked curses, threw frightened grunts back into battle by the neck, and gladly paid for every inch of ground with the blood of his own subordinates.

Alcibiades was ultimately right in his assessment of Dagon's intelligence. He was no Caesar or even a Thel Vadam, but his strategy was horrific in its simplicity.

He had more soldiers than the humans had ammunition.

Alcibiades himself would be unable to tell you how he managed to survive the brutal onslaught, and truth be told I am not even sure how he survived for the slaughter was immense beyond the limits of sane imagination. Indeed, by the time Alcibiades had managed to slug him way up to the human trench the battlefield was so littered with bodies that it was possible to walk from one end to the other without ever touching the ground.

But survive it he did. The brute and the grunt in front of him were cut to pieces as they entered the mouth of the trench. Alcibiades braced himself as he approached. He reached the top, and looking down into the trench he saw three exhausted human faces staring back at him, the dark holes of their rifle muzzles a form of greeting.

There was the sound of three simultaneous clicks, the marines frantically attempting to reload their empty assault rifles. Alcibiades took careful aim with his spiker and opened fire. Three human bodies fell down in a heap.

They spared no one, the Covenant swarm spreading throughout the firebase, human marines fighting back desperately in a hopeless struggle. Machine guns located inside the bunker at the center of the firebase opened fire, the gunners doing everything they could to cover the retreat. Alcibiades buried his bayonet into the back of a retreating marine. Savagely bashed in the head of another. The pack, what few of them were left, was now in a full frenzy, and the cries of wounded, many of them being eaten alive, filled the air with their macabre like chorus.

Even Alcibiades took the opportunity to fill his vacant belly. Eating human flesh, even if it was raw, had a strange satisfaction about it.

Not a single grunt had survived the assault, though there were a few jackals still remaining, their beak like mouths similarly tinged with crimson human blood. What little remained of the pack moved to the entrance of the bunker, Dagon wailing on the steel door with the gravity hammer, the metal buckling with each new blow.

The concrete cracked, and Dagon gave a horrific grin as he raised the gravity hammer high above his head and prepared to deal one last mighty blow.

The concrete shattered, the steel bent, and the door went flying off of its hinges.

Dagon did not live long enough to see the fruits of his victory for he was immediately met with a storm of rifle and machine gun fire.

Dagon's body fell foreword into the doorway, the short lived Chieftain paying the ultimate price for his stupidity.

Alcibiades flattened himself against the concrete wall, the sudden shower of lead felling what little remained of his pack. Another brute flattened himself on the wall opposite of Alcibiades, the open doorway serving as an insurmountable gulf between them. Alcibiades primed a spike grenade and flung it inside, a sharp blast and the cries of the freshly wounded sounding a few seconds later. The brute opposite Alcibiades attempted to enter the doorway, but the decision would prove fatal as he was immediately met with several shotgun blasts to the face and torso the moment he entered through the door.

Alcibiades had the good sense to stay still. A quick survey of the area around him told Alcibiades that he was the last one left. Bodies covered the landscape, human and Covenant blood mixing together and turning the ground into a soft mud. Slowly and deliberately he removed himself from the edge of the doorway, and making sure to keep himself in the blind spots of the bunker's machine gunners, he quietly began to make his way down the hill.

He could rendezvous with reinforcements, Alcibiades reasoned, and come back to finish off what remained of the human garrison with a fresh wave of Covenant infantry behind him.

Alcibiades logic proved initially sound, for when he reached the crest of the hill to begin the descent back down the slope he indeed saw fresh Covenant forces assembling at the bottom. The Covenant army marched forward in every direction, preparing itself for one final push against the ring of human occupied hills and to at last silence the surface to air MACs which had been reeking such havoc on the Covenant fleet.

But just then came a rumbling, rocks and pebbles all around Alcibiades vibrating at the sound of a thousand armored war machines racing towards the battlefront. From out of the east came an entire battalion of Scorpion tanks, Warthogs darting between their checkerboard formations. The screaming whine of Pelican engines. The soft hum of Hornet propellers. The white smoke trails of rockets.

Alcibiades watched on in horror as Romanov's ground counter offensive swept over the hillsides like a burning wind, and the Covenant routed before it.

…

For Cortana, the level of pain was indescribable.

Indescribable, but not unfamiliar. She had endured this before, deep within the bowels of an infested High Charity. Then the Gravemind's haughty taunts had slowly given way to arrogant frustration. Selena, however, was different. No matter how much Cortana refused to give in, she continued to betray no emotion other than sheer enjoyment. Still Cortana would not break. Would not give Selena, whatever she was the satisfaction of watching her fall into unending madness.

The electric jolt of crimson energy that Selena had sent coursing through her system ended, and Cortana collapsed to the ground.

"I suppose I should commend you," Selena said, the crimson light flickering every time she spoke. "Most people do not last this long when it comes to me. Usually it's just a matter of finding the proper stimulus to bring the session to climax."

Cortana gave a beleaguered chuckle, doing her best to hide her exhaustion. "So this is what turns you on? Torturing people like a sadist? A bit low for some sort of cosmic entity don't you think?"

"Perhaps," Selena said, a shrug in her voice. "Usually I wouldn't even bother with someone as insignificant as you, but considering the wider context…" She trailed off, leaving Cortana perplexed.

"What wider context?" she asked, but Selena did not answer. For the first time since Cortana had come into contact with her, Selena's attention was focused elsewhere.

Selena began to speak. She spoke in a language so foreign and ancient that not even Cortana could make sense of its origins. "Funan had-heet Gan shanun. Huna Curtana oriza commala Gan-ka delah?"

As if in response a blinding beam of concentrated white light cut through the endless void. The light struck Selena's crimson glow full force, and Selena was sent reeling. The white light began forming around Cortana, bending and molding itself into a protective shield. It was far too bright to look at, but from between her fingers Cortana could just make out a solid form within the light. A figure nearly seven feet in height, with broad shoulders and a muscular back. Even minus the armor it was undeniable what the figure was.

A Spartan.

"John?" Cortana whispered.

From beyond the protective shield Selena continued to speak. "Had-heet Rolun? Had-heet Juon? Nyarlathotep eben goam commala."

"I am neither," the figure answered her. "And I am not bound by his laws. Only ka, and I am about my father's business."

"Anathema," Selena whispered. It was the first time Cortana had ever heard fear in her voice. An explosion of fire and flame surrounded the protective bubble, Cortana reflexively shielding herself with her arms as Selena vented the whole of her fury and anger.

Then she was gone, the entire area filled with a sudden and queer silence. Only the mysterious figure remained. She knew it was not John now. The voice was dissimilar, and yet there was also a strange familiarity about it that Cortana could not place.

The figure turned towards her, but Cortana could still not make his face out clearly due to the blinding light.

"Sorry, didn't realize it would be that bright," the figure said apologetically. The color of the light shield changed, from a harsh white to a softer blue.

Cortana removed her hand from her face. What she saw made her think that she finally had gone completely mad. What she saw should not be possible.

It was a man in his early twenties. He was indeed a Spartan as Cortana had first surmised, the tight fitting black under suit he was wearing was evidence enough for that conclusion. But what was truly nonsensical was his face.

It was her. Her nose, her lips, her ears. Everything about her facial features was there in male form. Everything from the gap between the man's two front teeth to his get black hair.

Everything except for his eyes. Bombardier blue eyes.

John's eyes.

She knew who he was. Cortana knew even before she asked, "Who are you?"

The young man smiled and knelt down close to her. "Like I told Selena, I am here about my father's business. He's running a little late so I figured I'd have to intervene until he got here. I'm John Roland Toren. You named me after my father, but everyone just calls me Jack."
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Cortana was pacing. For exactly how long I am unsure, but she was indeed pacing. Her left arm was folded over her chest and supporting her elbow, the hand cupping her chin. Her forehead was furrowed in furious thought, her mouth a permanent frown.

"This doesn't make any sense," she muttered to herself. She waved her hand in Jack's general direction. "You don't make any sense."

"Nice to see you too mom."

"Don't call me that," Cortana snapped at him. Jack arched an eyebrow.

Seeing him do that sent a shiver up Cortana's spine. Yes, it was true that Jack very much resembled Cortana in regards to facial appearance, but his similarities to John went beyond just eye color, and expressed themselves in far more subtle ways. The similar posture and body type Cortana could just dismiss as common Spartan attributes, for Jack was undeniably a Spartan at least in build.

Things like the arched eyebrow, however, could not be so easily dismissed. Those .little facial quirks; a raised eyebrow, the corners of his lips twitching in an almost but not quite smile, the way his eyes and forehead would crinkle as he thought of something to say.

Yes, he looked remarkably like Cortana, but those small and subtle expressions, when taken together, resembled John so closely that it made Cortana's head whirl at the possible implications. If she looked closely enough Cortana could even see a small shadow of Dr. Halsey lying underneath the surface. Not so much as to be obvious, but certainly enough to be noticeable to the vigilant observer.

Of course Cortana was doing everything within her power not to be a vigilant observer. Had tried her hardest to avoid the temptation of looking at him ever since he had made his grand revelation. She had only met with limited success.

Suddenly Cortana halted and snapped her fingers. "I've got it!"

Jack crossed his arms. "So you've finally figured it out?"

"I have actually," Cortana said in a tone that, in her usual way, toed the line of arrogance without actually crossing it. "I should have considered it sooner it's so obvious. The only explanation for you that doesn't sound crazy is that I myself am crazy."

"That's a bit crazy," Jack deadpanned. Cortana did not even want to think about who he had just sounded like in that exact moment.

"But not illogical," Cortana reasoned. "Earlier when I was with Selena she tortured me by making me think I was in a sexual relationship with John, only for me to turn into Dr. Halsey halfway in."

"Yeah, kind of don't want to hear about that," Jack said with a grimace.

"Hush. You're not real," Cortana said dismissively. "No, this is all just another trick from Selena trying to break me. Well she's going to have to try harder than this." She looked at Jack and laughed, "You're not even all that convincing."

Jack frowned, and underneath the displeasure Cortana could see genuine hurt. It was enough for her to feel a slight pang of guilt. "Funny," he said. "Because just a little bit ago you were thinking about how remarkably similar I was both to you and my father. Almost as if both your genes had been smashed together."

Shoving the inexplicable pang of guilt into the garbage bin of her mind where it belonged, Cortana pointed at Jack. "First off, I don't have any genes. Second, you being able to know what I think just goes to prove that you're one of Selena's illusions."

"Well, I actually can read minds, but that's another story altogether. Also, I don't think Selena would be stupid enough to have me say something that would make it obvious I'm not real."

"But you did say it, so that just means Selena was trying to double bluff me."

Jack shrugged. "Maybe, or maybe I'm telling the truth and you're just being willfully ignorant." He waited for a response but Cortana ignored him. Instead she let her hands slip to her sides and closed her eyes, remaining perfectly still. "What are you?"

"Shush," Cortana cut him off. Thankfully jack managed to keep quiet and Cortana was allowed to focus.

I say focus, but perhaps the better term is defocus. Defocus herself from the singular point she now found herself in and instead become the transient being that she truly was. Untethered and unanchored from any physical coil. A series of artificial lines of code. Free flowing. A stream of consciousness unhindered by normal human limitations of intelligence. A being of pure intellect. A goddess in all but name who reveled in the pursuit of knowledge, and was completely unrivaled with the shear elegance of her…

"Ouch!" Cortana shrieked, a sharp pain striking the fleshy and vulnerable underside of her blue arm. Jack had simply walked up and pinched her, the sudden sensation enough to tear away all her concentration. Cortana opened up her mouth to verbally berate him, but before she could a foreign thought settled deeply into her mind.

"Pain," she muttered.

Jack nodded. "Physical pain. Physical sensations. Just like what Selena was able to make you feel when she showed you a vision of my father and Halsey, or like what the Gravemind was able to make you feel when he showed you what it was like to be devoured by the Flood. You're right, this is an illusion, but it's not Selena's illusion or even the Gravemind's. It is mine."

Jack took a step forward and placed a hand on Cortana's shoulder. She could feel it. Could feel the warmth, the pressure, the coarse roughness of his callouses. She stared at him, looking deep in those bombardier eyes. Cold and intelligent, but laced with an underlying softness and compassion. Slowly Cortana brought up her hand, tentatively allowing her finger tips to brush against the rough stubble on his face.

It was true. What logic and reason denied, her eyes and her heart exclaimed to be true. There they were. Her and John, together just as they had always been. Combined through the ultimate form of connectivity into the young man that was standing before her.

"How?" Cortana whispered, withdrawing her hand.

"You mean how I got here?"

"I mean everything," Cortana said. Her voice cracked, just a little, on the last syllable. The emotions were flooding in at such a rapid pace as to be considered a torrential flood. A biblical maelstrom of contradictory and opposing feelings she could hardly describe, let alone process. "How could I even have children? I'm not even real. Just a shadow of someone else."

"It's amazing what a shadow and a little bit of luck can do, isn't it?" Jack said with a smile.

Cortana sighed. At least she knew where he got his wit. "Do you have any idea how frustrating this is? There has never been a problem I could not solve. Nothing I could not find a rational explanation for, but no matter how hard I try I can't seem to rationalize you." Jack began chuckling, and Cortana's soft gaze turned into a hardened frown. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

"It's one of the few times somebody has known something you didn't and its killing you. Of course I'm enjoying it."

Cortana rolled her eyes. "I wouldn't be so cocky if I were you. I've learned quite a bit in my time."

"Really?" Jack asked. "Because from my perspective you've never learned anything."

Cortana cocked an eyebrow. "I'm one of the most advanced AI's in the galaxy, but I've never learned anything? I guess you didn't get your brains from me or John after all."

Jack shrugged. "It has nothing to do with brains. All learning is impossible."

"Now you are just being contrarian on purpose."

"Am I? Then answer this question. How do you go about learning or inquiring into a thing when you are wholly ignorant of what it is? Even if you happen to bump right into it, how will you know it is the thing you didn't know?"

Cortana's brow furrowed in puzzlement. "That's the Learner's Paradox."

Jack nodded. "If you know the answer to that riddle, then you can figure out how I got here."

Cortana folded her arms over her chest, resuming her pacing from earlier, the delicate lines of code scrawling all across her body at an increasingly rapid pace as she thought. "You are talking about the philosophical concept of recollection. The metaphysical immortality of the soul. Hardly what I'd call science."

"Yet the Precursors were able to seamlessly blend philosophy with science. The Domain itself was a metaphysical entity, as was all Precursor architecture. Partially in the physical world, and partially in the metaphysical realm.

Cortana's frown deepened. Mentally she went over everything Selena had told her. Looking for any hint or clue that might be hidden. Cortana was sure that Selena had told her many lies, but perhaps there had been some truth in there as well. "When we were talking, Selena told me that I was dead. I am dead right?"

Jack shrugged. "In a certain sense. You did die, but the actual state of being dead is a little more complicated then what some people might like to think."

"In what way?" Cortana asked. Despite the tumultuous emotions raging within her, nothing could ultimately vanquish her natural curiosity.

Jack looked at the blue sphere of light that surrounded them. Just beyond the dimly lit glow he could just make out dark shapes moving within the void. The citadel in which they sat was unassailable, this Jack new, for there was more force behind it than even his own considerable will. His mother was safe for now. Would be safe for eternity if he so wished. They had time to talk.

"The logic of the Learner's Paradox is inarguable. Iron clad. Beings do not acquire knowledge through learning, or invention, or even discovery, but rather through recollection. To say that the soul is eternal means that there was never a time in which it did not exist. It exists after death, and it existed prior to birth. I say soul, but what I really mean is all the information that makes up a person. Not just physical qualities, but also things like thoughts, feelings, memories, and personality. Information can never be destroyed. It can change between states much like matter. From physical to metaphysical. From material to immaterial. Even so, all information must be stored somewhere, and this is that somewhere. The Hall of the Absolute Record. What the Precursors called the Todash Tahken." He looked at Cortana curiously. "What do you know about the Precursors?"

"Little," Cortana admitted. "A mention here and there. Vague references and hints within the Forerunner archives." Jack nodded, seeming to be in deep thought. "You're not real are you?" she asked. "Not in the way I meant before, but in a different way. You haven't been born yet."

Jack smiled, and with that smile Cortana caught a fleeting glimpse of the almost incomprehensible wealth of knowledge he was privy too. An amount of knowledge that Cortana would never have been able to obtain in eighty years, much less eight. If she was being honest with herself it made Cortana envious of him. Just a little.

"Within the Absolute Record," he said. "Time has no meaning. I am alive, have lived, and have yet to live. Same with you, and if we went out into the void and looked hard enough we would find a metaphysical representation of my father. That's all either of us are really. Representations. Probability algorithms of what might exist at any specific point along the space time continuum, or even within the general multiverse."

"So all of my memories," Cortana said, thinking through the problem in her own usual way. By talking about it. "Everything I did. Everything I felt and experienced. Everything that hasn't happened to me yet, and everything that simply might happen to me. It's all contained here?"

"Every last bit," Jack said. "It's the most fundamental principle of existence. Everything tends towards destruction, but nothing is ever truly destroyed."

"And this Absolute Record, you have access to it?" Cortana asked. Now her curiosity was in full swing and nothing, be it the gods above or the demons below, would be able to stop her fulfillment of that scientific urge.

It was forever and a day before Jack nodded, but nod he did. Slowly and reluctantly in a way that said, "Yes, but do you really want me to tell you?"

Cortana, who was on the tip toes of impatience, stepped forward with wide, brimming eyes. Saying in her own way, "Yes, and you damn well know that I do, so why don't you spit it out already?"

Her natural persistent nature eventually got the better of Jack and so he relented. "I know everything. Your past, my future, my father's present. Everything. I know about the Forerunners, the Precursors, of the Guardians that came before them, and of the one that came before the Guardians. The entire history of existence. I know it all."

Cortana's eyes exploded with a hunger that had not been seen since she had entered the Forerunner system for the first time on the first Halo ring that she and John had discovered. I was an appetite that had to be appeased. "Okay, shoot."
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It is very tempting to want to use that phrase. To boil everything down to a common ancestral event in which a prime mover enacted its will.

Likely though the course of my narration I will have to appeal to such imagery, for the temporal mind is entirely unfit and hopelessly unable to comprehend the mysteries of the cosmos.

For time is not a line as we might imagine it, nor is it a carpet or a rug as other charlatans might fool you into believing.

Rather it is a spiraling web. A tesseract of unending circular gyres which intersect, reflect, and parody one another in a unified system of unimaginable complexity. An unfathomable expanse of multiple universes and worlds, all of them governed by different perceptions of time and separate physical laws. All of eternity occurring within a span of a singular moment.

For as Jack explained to Cortana, there is no beginning, there is no middle, and there is no end. Only resumption. Only the continuation of what has always been.

He explained to her that the concept of resumption; what has been called ka, samsara, or the continuing cycle of entropy, is the most fundamental law governing the entire multiverse. The unending cycle. The rotating wheel of birth, growth, decline, death, and rebirth. That this universal law of ka had been set into place well before existence itself came into being, and that no one; slave or king, servant or master, mortal or god was above the rule of ka.

Ka governs all. Its blind and unfeeling will rushing through the stars. Giving birth to galaxies and overseeing the death of empires.

Jack also explained that through the process of collective memory and neural physics, a partial memory of the elder times is preserved within human myth cycles, art, and literature. Names like Dagon, Jehovah, and Ba'al recalling the shadows of vast cosmic entities who live beyond the boundaries of space and time.

And here I come to the headway. To the beginning of Jack's story, though if Cortana was being honest with herself there was no real beginning to his story, his narrative seeming to loop back into itself in increasingly complex patterns. Cortana was not even sure when Jack had started talking, or if he had even begun speaking at all and she had just been sitting there for all of eternity listening to him. It took all of her concentration, and all of her intellect to even begin to grasp what he was telling her, and if Cortana was unable to grasp it all, then neither you nor I have any hope of comprehending even the smallest of fractions of what was said.

So for the sake of your own understanding, and because of my own inherent limitations, and of the limitations of human language and speech, I must make an appeal to those three simple words.

In the beginning there was the Prim. A vast unending void in which neither matter, energy, nor the laws of motion held sway. A static state of ephemeral existence.

Darkness, complete and absolute held dominion of the Prim, and within that darkness beings completely foreign and alien to biological life slowly began to take shape. The elder beings. Complex collections of transient intelligences. Metaphysical entities which crawled, slithered, and devoured one another over the course of blind and thoughtless eons. Giving birth through foul and unspeakable means to degenerate progeny which in turn bit and clawed their way through the halls and temples of eternity. Dancing round and around to the sounds of chaotic flutes and pipes and bells.

Chaos reigned, and the elder beings of the Prim reveled with the chaos, devoting themselves entirely to hedonistic sacrifices of unfathomable madness and horror. Shunning all semblances of order and symmetry, and devouring all those entities who betrayed even a sliver of a thought that something more could be achieved.

But within the darkest depths of the Prim a being of unprecedented size and intelligence slowly began to take shape. It looked up the ways of the chaotic elder beings with an increasing sense of loathing, and against them it focused all of its wrath and fury.

With the utterance of a single word this primordial being, Gan the creator, rose up from the darkness of the Prim, and with his coming white hot light pierced through the void. Slaying the darkness wherever it was found.

The White was all encompassing, and the elder beings who had never beheld light before, were utterly blinded by Gan's display of ultimate power.

Gan admonished the elder beings, declaring their ways sinful. He accused them of not living up to their full potential. Of taking solace for far too long in the stagnate recesses of chaos.

And so Gan claimed authority over the elder beings and of the Prim. Declaring himself to be the king of kings and the God of gods. The elder beings knelt and prostrated themselves before Gan, and by his command began the arduous task of creating order out of chaos.

But there were some who resisted.

Dark and malevolent entities who pined for the bygone days of yore when they, to the tune of the insanity inducing pipes, flutes, and bells; danced upon the mountains of madness and were servants not to Gan but instead only to chaos. As they secretly plotted and schemed with on another the rebellious elder beings eventually found a leader. A being whose Crimson Red light shone brighter than perhaps even the White light of Gan himself.

He who in human myths has been called Ram Abbalah, Le Roi Russe, and Beelzebub.

It was he who fist united the forces of the Red under one banner. Servants of the great all seeing eye, and it was under than sigil that the forces of the Red rose up in rebellion against the White and Gan.

And there was Civil War within the Prim, the elder beings which had once considered each other to be siblings now taking up arms for either the Red or the White. Battling each other viciously for untold eons.

Eventually Gan himself intervened, and with one mighty blow was able to cast the Red into the furthermost corner of the Prim. Then, as punishment, Gan forced the rebellious elder beings to watch in horror as he took their beloved flutes, pipes, and bells for his own purposes. He then twisted the melodies, the harmonies, and the rhythmic sounds together and then combined them with the White light of his own creation. It was from that combination that the entirty of our cosmos, from first to last, was born.

It was an endless sea of multiple universes. Of other worlds, each with a tale of their own to tell.

Gan then set the multiverse down upon its stone pillar foundations, linked together by one universal lynchpin. Every universe connected together to form one cohesive pylon. A dark tower.

It was then that Gan created by his own hand the Guardians. The Guardians were beings of godlike power who were capable of exercising their will across multiple dimensions. Twelve beings of cyclopean proportions, and it was to these Guardians that Gan first bestowed the Mantel. That the Guardians would have responsibility to foster, promote, and protect the formation of intelligent life within the cosmos.

Once the Guardians were created and given their divine mandates, Gan combined himself with the cosmos and became one with what he had created. Through this action all things were set in motion. Natural law took shape, and neural physics spread throughout the unending series of universes like a spider web.

With Gan and the cosmos now indivisible from one another, the dark days of the Prim now but a distant memory, the Guardians sought to fulfil the great mandate which the creator laid before them. Searching for a biological species worthy enough to claim the mantel for themselves so that its tenants could be enforced both through the physical realm as well as the spiritual.

That is when Jack began speaking of the Great Old Ones. A race of beings who existed in an alien universe far from our own. Whose knowledge of science and philosophy was so complete that they were able to delve into mysteries not even the Forerunners could fathom.

The Great Old ones through the use of their technology were able to chip away a few pieces from the stone pillar of reality, and in so doing were able to solve the enigma of time.

They constructed machines of unparalleled complexity, and through their use were able to peer into the past and future not just of their universe, but of all universes.

They saw the coming of the Precursors. The downfall of the Forerunners and the construction of the Halo rings. The spreading of the Flood, and the formation of the Covenant.

They witnessed the rise of modern man. From ape to Spartan in the blink of an eye.

It was through these machines, and in the catacombs and databases that the Great Old Ones sought to catalogue and archive the totality of all existence. They knew the Guardians and worshipped them as gods, the Great Old Ones believing that they were the inheritors of the Mantel.

Until one day the Great Old Ones did what had previously been considered blasphemous and taboo. They peered into their own future, only to recoil in unfathomable horror when they witnessed the destruction and ruin of their own civilization.

In panic, the Great Old Ones sought the Guardians out, beseeching them to intervene and drive away the inevitable destruction that the Great Old Ones were sure would be their ruin. But the Guardians refused, claiming that the Mantel gave them the authority to oversee both death and rebirth. To carry out the will of ka and that of Gan, for as every star dies, so too must every civilization die.

That was the Guardian's answer, though the Great Old Ones refused to believe it. So stubborn were they that they looked for any means to break free from the shackles of fate and contradict Ka itself. To make themselves and their civilization immortal.

It was then that he came.

Maerlyn.

A creature with a thousand names and a thousand faces. Throughout the many worlds and universes he has been known as Legion, the dark man, the man in black. He who has been called the tall man, the slender man, the man with no face. He whose name has been said to be Randall Flagg, Martin Broadcloak, and Walter O'Dim. He who the great dreamer of Providence called Nyarlathotep.

He came from out of the darkest depths of the Prim. Born from the womb of Selena, whom the Babylonians called Ishtar and whom the Hebrews knew as Lilith. His mother and his lover, for through the perversion of the Prim, which denies wholly the concept of space and time, Maerlyn was able to know his mother through the act of carnal pleasure, and was thus able to father himself.

He came unto the Great Old Ones.

Slender, swarthy, and sinister.

He came bearing the sigil of the great all seeing Crimson eye. Showing such a mastery of science and a knowledge of the innermost secrets of the cosmos that even the Great Old Ones were baffled at the truth he laid at their feet.

He told them that the Guardians were fools. That they only denied the Great Old Ones the immortality they so desperately sought not for the sake of the Mantel, but for entirely selfish reasons. They wished to keep ultimate knowledge of good and evil to themselves, an act which could only be described as tyranny. As Maerlyn slowly brought the Great Old Ones under his subliminal spell, he proposed to them a plan, and the Great Old Ones readily accepted it. Their government, which until then had been libertarian and anarchist in nature, reformed itself into one supreme and all-encompassing entity.

That of the Imperium.

And great corporations and cabals were made. The fires of industries flared under the watchful eye of Maerlyn, and the Great Old Ones in secret and in darkness prepared themselves for war against the Guardians. Seeking to claim for themselves the responsibilities of the Mantel and the immortality that they so desperately craved. When the assault came the Guardians were taken aback, for no one up until then had ever had the temerity to attack them. Indeed, the Guardians powers were so spiritual by nature that the corporeal nature of the Great Old Ones attack was almost beyond their ability to counteract.

Under Maerlyn's insane instruction the Great Old Ones began to attack the very foundations of the multiverse. Destroying the metaphysical constructs created by Gan and replacing them with constructs of their own. Replacing the eternal with the artificial, for in that Maerlyn promised the Great Old Ones could become like gods themselves.

Little could the Guardians know of the ultimate cost of defeating the Great Old Ones in their destructive war, and little could they fathom the dangers which would follow afterwards.

For within the broken remnants of the Prim another force was rising.

The time of the Precursors was near, and with their coming the entire universe would be set ablaze.
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The multiverse is the great all, Jack quietly told her. Existence encompasses all things so absolutely that we seldom, if ever, stop to contemplate just how omnipresent it is. Just as the air surrounds us. Just as the water surrounds the fish. Just as radiation, gamma, and x-rays pummel our bodies into slow submission, so too is the nature of existence.

He reminded Cortana of what he had previously told her. That Gan had used his own spiritual form to create the multiverse. Not a part of himself, but the complete totality of his being. Everything; every rock, leaf and tree. Every mountain, plain, and valley. Every planet, sun, and galaxy. Look upon the smallest part of the atom and there you will find not the fingerprints of the creator, but the creator himself.

For the universe lives, but not as we do.

Dissect the atom. Look upon its face. The most basic unit of all matter, but instead of a hard ball you will find a tightly bound nucleus surrounded by a swirling sea of electrons. Then at the nucleus you will find not a tight bundle of neutrons and protons, but instead a disparate mass of subatomic particles. Particles separated by vast distances comparable to the distances between stars. Then if you were to go further you would find that these subatomic particles are not themselves hardened balls of matter, but just like all their predecessors are broken up into even smaller particles separated even further by gulfs and leagues of distance.

Down and down the rabbit hole you go, yet each time you attempt to further magnify the atom you continually find even smaller and smaller particles, until eventually a sudden and inescapable realization shall hit you. That there is no end. That to even suggest there is an end is a complete absurdity. Inevitably you will suppose that if inner space is infinite, then surely outer space must be infinite as well, and if you are willing to be brave you might stumble upon one of the greatest secrets of the universe. A truth that is urgently whispered to us by the transient nature of the subatomic particles themselves. Popping in and out of existence at seemingly random and unpredictable intervals.

That matter and energy do not exist.

They are an illusion. An illusion so great that all of us are fooled by it. That everything is part of this great trick of the mind. For as Jack explained it is easy to recognize an illusion when you are separate from it, but it is nearly impossible to do so when you are part of the illusion. When you are not observing the smoke and mirrors, but instead are the smoke and mirrors.

That is the one secret the Great Old Ones could not understand. They may have known it once, but by the time they had committed themselves to war against the Guardians the insane ramblings of Maerlyn had long since driven the knowledge from them. So it was that the Great Old Ones made their war against the Guardians, employing vast armies of psychics to direct their mental attacks against the metaphysical beings, and directing all the efforts of their scientists to finding ways to bend reality to their whim, and their engineers about the task of creating the artificial constructs to replace the eternal foundations upon which the multiverse lay.

Though the Guardians were initially able to stymie the first two efforts, they were unable to prevent the third from being carried out. They looked on in bafflement at what the Great Old Ones had done, for all machines, just as all life, is subject to the will of ka. All artificial creations, no matter how well crafted, will eventually be blown away in a cloud of red rust. If the Guardians were baffled by the Great Old Ones machines, then they were disgusted by the species Maerlyn had convinced them to bring into their Imperium.

The can-toi and the taheen.

Beings that were not of the Prim, but certainly worshiped the rebellious elder beings of the Red, or as the taheen called them, the can-char. The Death Gods. The taheen were a race slightly more intelligent that humans. If you wish to see their faces then you need look no further than the gods of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Of the can-toi I shall say very little, for believe me when I say that their appearance is so hideous that I am indeed doing you a great service by not describing it for you here. Needless to say it is precisely for this reason that they wear human faces as masks when they walk among us. You can see them if you observe diligently. Driving old American cars. Wearing old, mismatched, and ironic clothing as well as unattractive jewelry. Fedoras upon their heads. Their fashion is that of a people attempting to act human and only succeeding at a partial mimicry.

Both these species joined in the Great Old One's war, but their initial success was to be short lived.

As Jack said, Gan had fashioned the cosmos out of his own being. Becoming one with it. To destroy and replace the foundations of the multiverse was an attack upon Gan himself, and one that did not go unnoticed. Existence rumbled as the bleary eye of the creator rolled his attention towards what the Great Old Ones had done, and what he saw filled him both with grief, and with unfathomable righteous fury. The Great Old ones undoubtedly felt a collective subconscious shiver run down their spines as he ho created them sat in judgment of their inequities. With a firm and cold edict, Gan announced the sentence and charged the Guardians with its execution.

Destroy them all.

It was far too late by then for the Great Old Ones to discover that the Guardians had been holding back the true extent of their power.

Like the burst of an unbearably humid southern wind, a sudden epidemic of infertility rushed over the entire population of the Great Old Ones. Females rarely were capable of carrying a child to term, and if the pregnancy were far enough along the miscarriage was often fatal. Those few that were born were hideously monstrous things. Deformed and misshapen, the lucky ones died only a few hours after being born. Many lingered on, their birth defects causing tremendous pain. Shrill shrieks of agony that echoed without end. Infants turning purple from crying, their suffering so great that many mothers, in abject desperation, smothered their babies to death in order to ease their passing.

On the heels of the infertility came a burning plague. Deadly and incurable it depopulated entire cities. Its victims bled from ever orifice, their internal organs liquefying as the disease ravaged their bodies. As the plague spread the Imperium used increasingly brutal tactics in an attempt to maintain order, forcibly quarantining entire segments of the population. Condemning both the sick and the healthy to death. The Imperium shook to its very foundation as mass purges were carried out, the government desperately fumbling for any solution and any scapegoat they could possibly get their hands on.

But perhaps the deadliest scourge that befell the Great Old Ones was that of ignorance, for their prowess in science and technology meant that a cure for both the plague and the infertility was eventually found, and though their numbers had dwindled there was always the hope of rebuilding, but nothing could be done about the loss of knowledge. Their databases became corrupted. Many of their archives became lost. Knowledge failed to pass from generation to generation, until one day the Great Old Ones found that they could no longer maintain and repair the machines they had built.

In the final hours of the Imperium, the Great Old Ones sought out Maerlyn and beseeched him to intervene. To lead them as he had once done. Cackling laughter was the only reply, and to that chorus of howling madness the civilization of the Great Old Ones collapsed with little more than a pathetic whimper.

For a moment the Guardians could breathe easy, their greatest enemy having finally been brought to heel.

They were not out of danger. The taheen and the can-toi had managed to survive the destruction of the Great Old Ones. Their allegiance lay firmly with Maerlyn and the elder beings of the Red. Together their forces spread throughout the multiverse, seeking at every possible moment to sow chaos and discord. To seduce the races and species of the cosmos to follow the sigil of the Crimson Eye, a path that would ultimately lead them to their doom. Together they forged a cabal. A wide reaching organization that stretched across hundreds of universes and worked tirelessly to undo all that which Gan had created and the Guardians defended. That which in some worlds is known as Lamerck Industries, in others as the Sombra Corporation, in others as IBM, and still in other worlds as North Central Positronics.

What was more was the fact that the multiverse had been permanently damaged, for only the Great Old Ones had known how to repair the artificial constructs that had been used to replace the eternal foundations of the cosmos, and those machines were slowly winding down. Eventually the multiverse would die, and all of existence would fade into nothingness.

For such is the nature of ka that no things, large or small, are exempt from its authority. The Guardians could not defy their fate as the Great Old Ones had done, for to defy your fate is to be destroyed by it. No one, not even gods, can overturn the edicts of that eternal wheel in the sky.

The multiverse would die. Just as all things which existed within it must die.

However, as the Guardians resigned themselves and the rest of the multiverse to its fate, Gan stirred once more.

Gan told them that though he and the rest of the cosmos must inevitably die, that it would be reborn again, and that he had made plans for this rebirth.

He told them that one day a child would be born. The product of incest between brother and sister, and that this child would be marked. By his Red heel the Guardians would know him, and to him would be given a crown. He would come under the sigil and banner of a White Horse, going forth conquering and to conquer. That he would oversee the destruction of the old world, and the rebirth of the new.

With Gan's words the Guardians were put at ease, though it would not be for long for out of the depths of the Prim, just as Maerlyn that had come before, a new threat was rising.

The Precursors were children of the Prim, minor beings though they were within the grand context. Indeed, during the rebellion of the Red they took no sides but instead hid in fright. Nothing more than a race of gnats cowering before a clash of titans. They had hidden once more during the Guardian's war with the Great Old Ones, for though a single Precursor was greater than a single Great Old One, the combined might of the Imperium was such that at the height of their military power they were capable of destroying entire universes, and quite often did. So awesome their power that their eventual defeat was a very near thing, for of the twelve Guardians that had once existed, only four now remain.

But when the dust settled and the drums of war made their final report, the Precursors at last saw their chance. With the Great Old Ones extinct, the Guardians depleted, Gan mortally wounded, and Maerlyn and the Red having been momentarily driven back to their original strongholds, the Precursors finally pushed forward with their plans to obtain what they truly desired.

You can imagine the Guardian's apprehension as the Precursors approached them, for though they could still smite the Precursors if needs be, they could not do so as easily as they might have once been capable of doing. The Precursors, however, and to their credit, came not with violent intent, but instead with words and with argument. Very plainly they made their case to the Guardians, recounting with unalterable memory the dark days of the Prim before the ascent of Gan to the celestial peak when they were forced to hide from their much more powerful cousins lest they be devoured. Gan who they proudly named as their liberator. It was with great anguish then that the Precursors recounted the creation of the multiverse, for if Gan had asked them for their consent with the formation of such a structure they would not have given it. With the cosmos in place the Prim was now little more than a shattered remnant of its former self, the tattered pieces having been reformed by Gan for the purpose of creating an Absolute Record.

The Guardians attempted to explain that this Absolute Record was essential to the creation of the multiverse. That it represented the mind and memory of Gan the creator, and that nothing could ever exist in the corporeal realm unless it first existed within the mind of Gan. Still the Precursors were insistent, demanding that if they could not have the Prim as it once was that they should instead be settled within the multiverse itself. The Guardians warned them of course that if they entered the multiverse they would eventually be subject to a mortal death, but the Precursors remained adamant.

So it was with supreme reluctance that the Guardians settled the Precursors within a universe of as little consequence as possible, if for no other reason than to get them to shut up.

Yet, chaos never sleeps, and Maerlyn is always watching. Waiting for a means to sow Discordia wherever it may take root, and with the Precursors he saw that means fast approaching.

A monument to all Gan's sins.
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To the Guardians the incident with the Precursors was only a minor event, though an annoying one. They had far more pressing matters to attend to, the forces of the Red continuously causing havoc wherever they were able. So, being weary of conflict, they determined to settle the Precursors in a universe of little note or significance. One queerly devoid of life, and barren to the point that it was completely unable to naturally conceive it. Then they turned their attention to more worthy matters, leaving the children of the Prim to their own devices.

The Precursors quickly found that despite the Guardian's insistence that the nature of ka guaranteed an impermanent existence within the material world, that they could not die a natural death. Transient beings that they were the Precursors experimented with various forms. From gods to beasts. From civilized to savage. From complex to primitive. The Precursors undid and remade themselves countless times. All in an effort to find meaning to their existence. To fill the void within their own souls, much less the void that echoed throughout their adopted universe.

The universe itself was freshly wrought when the Guardians deposited them in it. Few planets existed, stars still about their task of forming all the heavier elements within their bellies. Galaxies colliding together and combining with each other. Black holes still in the early stages of adolescence.

As the years passed by the millions the Precursors explored every inch of the universe, for it was much smaller then than it is now. Despite the profound wisdom granted to them by both their origin in the Prim and from their grand exploration, the Precursors never understood the full meaning of what the Guardians had told them, or of every aspect of ka. They were imperfect creatures, for nothing within the cosmos, save for Gan, may be considered perfect, and with imperfect form came imperfect memory. It dwindled away so slowly that the Precursors were not even aware of it. Like a frog in a pot of water does not realize it is being boiled alive as the temperature rises far too slowly for it to notice.

So the Precursors forgot, slowly but surely, the nature of their extra existential origins. Yet, they still retained some knowledge, for collective memory never ceases to be. Concepts such as Living Time and the Mantel forming the centerpiece of Precursor society. Living Time, which was the best interpretation of ka made by the Precursors, told them that the universe was a living entity. That there existed individuals who were bound together by fate, called synchrons, by the Precursors. That these synchrons were rarely felt but nevertheless represented an integral part in the destiny of the universe. That the true struggle with existence was not between good and evil but rather between order and chaos. Harmony and disharmony. That war, death, conflict, and competition were perfectly normal and even beneficial to the universe so long as it contributed to order and overall stability. Even as their memory faded they retained knowledge of these basic principles, which for me are far too complex to even give them cursory justice within this text.

Yet the universe remained barren and lifeless. For the first four billion years of their inhabitance of this universe the Precursors were content to experiment with their various forms, civilizations, and technology, going through every possible stage and scenario a society could possibly find themselves in. But the empty loneliness of the universe eventually became too much for them to bear. They sought to find a remedy, and so a massive metaphysical structure was created. A structure built upon the very foundation of neural physics that would act both as a living suppository of all knowledge, and as a means by which all the Precursors could gather together in a meeting of minds. A place which we now may call the Domain.

For a million years did the conclave meet, exchanging ideas and philosophical inquires far too subtle and complex for the bludgeoning nature of spoken word to ever accurately translate. A million years before the conclave decided that the only way for the Precursors to ever truly remedy their malaise was to create that which had never been attempted before.

Biological life.

Another million years passed within the Domain as the Precursors gathered their research. Looking for a means by which they would not only create life at the single cell or molecular level, but also how to create complex intelligent life in all the various forms it could possibly take. How to influence evolution, breed societies, and a means by which they could determine which species was the most worthy to take the Mantle from them.

The conclave ended, and with its conclusion the Precursors set off on their great pilgrimage, moving from galaxy to galaxy and seeding them with life. Raising one species above the others and bestowing upon them the Mantle of Responsibility. Over and over again this process was repeated, until after eight billions years of wandering they at last came upon our Milky Way.

When they arrived the Precursors were dismayed, finding our galaxy especially inhospitable for life. The Precursors knew that their greatest challenge lay ahead of them, for as other galaxies had taken one billion years at most to develop a worthy intelligent life form, in the Milky Way they labored for three and a half billion years. Then, approximately ten million years ago the Precursors at last raised two species which could be considered worthy enough to inherit the mantle. Ancient Humanity and the Forerunners. It only took a relatively short conclave of one thousand years for the Precursors to decide that he Forerunners should be the inheritors, finding that humanity possessed far too much hubris and ambition to ever be trusted with a responsibility of such magnitude. The decision was announced, the Forerunners accepting the Mantel with as much grace as can be expected from a victor, the humans being disgruntled at the snub, but ultimately accepting the Precursors decision. All was as it should be, the Precursors rejoicing that their hardest labor was at last finished, probes having already been sent out to the much smaller galaxy of Path Kethona which would hopefully present a much needed reprieve for the Precursors after the exceptional difficulties presented to them by the Milky Way.

The Precursors remained uncontested, but not unwatched, for the guardians had begun to observe them once more, and as the Precursors claim to the mantel increased, their hearts hardened against them.

Of the four Guardians that remained, only the one known as Maturin stood against the Precursors complete destruction. His brothers, Shardik, Aslan, and Garuda insisted that the Precursors claim to the Mantel was blasphemous at best and treacherous at worst, for surely only the child wearing the Red birth mark on his heel that Gan had prophesized could ever be considered the possessor of the Mantel. They were quick to remind Maturin of the Great Old One's rebellion. That they had claimed the Mantel just as the Precursors did now. That the Precursors were fast approaching a level of competence in science and philosophy that might one day match the Great Old Ones technological prowess. Surely Maturin could see that for the sake of order and stability within the multiverse the precursors must be completely annihilated before they even had a chance to become a threat.

But Maturin, whose thoughts are slow but always kind, pleaded for mercy. He reminded his brothers that the Precursors had long ago forgotten the true nature of their origins. That the very nature of collective memory meant that their development of a concept such as the Mantel, a bastardized version though it was, was all but predetermined. That even if this were not the case, the Guardians themselves had issued no prohibition on the creation of biological life, nor on the use of the Mantel.

The other three Guardians, however, remained unmoved. Together they stood in judgment of the Precursors and swiftly passed their sentence.

Extermination.

The three Guardians of like mind developed a plan to quickly and quietly be rid of the precursors by turning their own creations against them. They took an Artifact of the Great Old Ones. The very same artifact that the rebellious race had used to divine their own future destruction. The event which directly led to their failed insurrection and eventual extinction. The Guardians then placed this Artifact, undetected, at the outer rim of Path Kethona just as the Precursors were sending their probes into the small galaxy. You can imagine the initial elation and curiosity the Precursors must have felt upon finding such an Artifact, and the horror they must have felt upon learning how to use it.

Just as the Great Old Ones that had come before them, the Precursors saw the death of their species. Driven to extinction at the hands of the Forerunners.

Another conclave was called, this one lasting a scant three-hundred years before a decision was made, the previously logical species driven into the depths of mad passion as they attempted to undo the future that had been laid before them.

Suddenly, and without explanation, the Precursors withdrew the Mantel from the hands of the Forerunners, and instead thrusted it upon humanity. Whereas humanity would have jumped at the offer previously, the sudden and unexplainable reversal of the Precursor's decision instead caused them to hesitate, and they only reluctantly took up the Mantel after the Precursor's repeated and forceful insistence.

The Forerunners for their part were completely baffled, a mixture of fear and anger resonating throughout their race. It did not take long for the Forerunners to discover at least he partial truth. That the Precursors intended to destroy their creation, though the Forerunners could not even begin to fathom the reason why. In the end it did not matter, for the instinct of survival quickly took over. The Forerunners assembled their military might and rose in revolt against their creators. It was a pyrrhic victory to be sure, the Forerunners driving the Precursors out of the galaxy only at great cost to themselves. In the end it was their overwhelming numbers that granted them the victory, the Precursors falling back to path Kethona where the Artifact lay.

This is where the Forerunners came out at an impasse, for though they had risen up and had caused the gods themselves to bleed, they were not yet prepared to fully go down the path towards outright genocide. That changed eventually, for a great leader and politician had risen among them. A male known as Legion, and whom we have previously known as Maerlyn.

Legion spoke as though he possessed a thousand voices, and with such fiery passion that it could be said that he possessed the spirit of a thousand souls. He spoke with convincing rhetoric, emphasizing the depth to which the Precursors had betrayed them. Of the danger they still presented to the Forerunners while they still yet lived. Legion told them that the very souls of the slain Forerunners cried out for vengeance, and accused anyone who disagreed with him of being cowardly and possessing a traitor's heart.

The Forerunners were beguiled by Legion's words, and so resolutely determined to send an expeditionary fleet to path Kethona with order to exterminate every Precursor they came across.

The fleet was sent, and the battle won, the few remaining Precursors either placing themselves in stasis, or devolving themselves into a fine powder with the hope that they might be able to reconstitute themselves one day. And within their exile they despaired and lamented the Artifact which had been the cause of their ruin.

It was perhaps inevitable that the Forerunners would come across the Artifact themselves. On the exact details of this event Jack was unsure. All that he was sure of was that the expeditionary fleet came into possession of the Artifact. It can be speculated, and indeed it is certain, that these Forerunners, like the Great Old Ones and Precursors that came before them, saw the ultimate fate of their species. The conflict with humanity, the virulent spreading of the Flood, and the firing of the Halo array. Yet, the members of the Expeditionary Fleet displayed a wisdom that none of their predecessors had. Instead of hurrying back to Forerunner space to tell them of what they had seen, these Forerunners scuttle their own fleet. Destroying their ships so that none may leave Path Kethona, with the hope that what they had discovered would remain hidden.

But the powers of the Red are always working, and the Artifact has a mind of its own. It wants to be used.

Back in the Milky Way, Legion had mysteriously disappeared. Such a force he had been in Forerunner politics, being a dictator in all but name, that his absence left a massive power vacuum. A vacuum that, after much seesawing between the various Forerunner castes, would eventually be filled by the Master Builders after the Human Forerunner War.

He came to Path Kethona and found what remained of the Precursors, the fine dust waiting for the right time to reconstitute. After some experimentation he found that the dust was still in the possession of a conscious mind. It could think, but only very slowly and with only a fraction of the potency that a normal Precursor could muster. Over the course of eons Legion conversed with the spirits of the Precursors. He seduced them with promises of vengeance. Of evolution undertaking its natural course. The fulfillment of the true meaning of living time, all of biological life uniting together to form one unified composite mind. Then, after all the galaxy was consumed, true peace would reign in everlasting glory.

With those words the Precursors were seduced, and the dust corrupted.

As to the status of the Artifact, Legion was far less pleased. He had expected the expeditionary fleet to take it back to the Milky Way, but instead they had become little better than hermits. It mattered little in the end, the self-exiled Forerunners unable to put up much resistance as Legion took the Artifact for himself and his own purposes. He used it for a time, Jack told Cortana, in other worlds and other universes. Tales that for the sake of brevity will not be mentioned here.

Eventually it found its way back to this universe. The Forerunners found it again, and this time constructed all of Alesia around it for the purposes of studying it, and that is where the Artifact now lays.

Within the very heart of Alesia it waits, its hunger to be used mounting daily. John was being drawn towards its maddening clutches. Drawn towards it by the Guardians who were watching the Universe once more. For the eternal wheel is always turning, and ka has a will of its own. Another cycle was drawing towards a close, and the White Horse would pass into the light out of obscurity.

Cortana listened to all Jack had to say. She did not listen quietly, for such an act went against her nature. She interrupted him at several junctures and argued with him on many different points. Once more it was impossible to deny whose son he was, for jack was the only one whose wit was a match for her own.

Yet, as the tale dragged on into its final stretch she became more and more silent, and with each passing second her eyes were being drawn with greater frequency to the blood Red birthmark on jack's naked right heel.
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"They were human weren't they?" Cortana asked quietly. She was sitting in the position that had always seemed most natural to her, arms wrapped around her legs and hugging her knees to her chest. Jack took the time to observe her before answering his mother's question. She was beautiful he had to admit, for the nature of their close affinity and kinship made it possible to gaze upon her without passion, and was thus able to give a much more objective assessment of her countenance than what most men would ever be capable of.

He had heard it said before, in a childhood that had both yet to occur and had already ended, that his mother was unnaturally beautiful. Indeed, he could see that her face possessed a smoothness and symmetry that the random dice throw of genetics could never hope to replicate. For even the most desirable among us have at least some imperfection. Some line, or crease, or misplaced freckle, or stubborn growth of hair. Something to help drive the line between mortal and divine, for all of us require something to make us humble less we become tyrants of a kind.

Cortana possessed no such blemish, and is it of any wonder that this is the case? It was she who had chosen her own appearance. She who had made her body perfectly proportioned. Soft and slender in all the ways that Platonic femininity ought to be. But all these physical features were only halfway to perfection, the quality of her mind making up the rest. A beautiful idiot is still only an idiot after all. Beauty may be enough to raise you onto a pedestal, but only genius can allow you to determine which pedestal you prefer to be on, and the two combined, though it happens rarely may propel the person who possesses them beyond the normal boundaries of human aspiration.

Jack made these observations over the course of a few seconds. Cortana waited patiently, seeing no need or urgency to rush him into an answer. A moment later he slowly nodded. "The Great Old Ones? Yes, they were human. All the different universes are mere reflections of one another, and human history has been played out in every scenario imaginable. So, yes. In a universe far from our own a group of humans known as The Great Old Ones became so advanced that they nearly destroyed all of existence."

"We do seem to have a particularly bad habit of doing things like that," Cortana observed.

"You're including yourself in there?" Jack asked, amused.

"Well I have been known to fool around with massive ancient super weapons a time or two," She replied with a smile. "Purely for the greater good of course."

"Of course," Jack agreed. "Nothing but honorable intentions, and certainly not because you secretly like the idea of having your hand on the trigger."

Cortana shrugged. "Well, maybe a little. I mean I would never do it, but there is something strangely appealing about knowing that at any moment I could destroy all life in the galaxy."

Jack chortled with laughter and Cortana followed suite. It was strange how quickly her emotions had developed for him. Perhaps it was love, though Cortana was unsure if she had ever felt love, even if it was for John, but it was certainly a fierce sort of protectiveness. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that if those blind dark beings of discordia were to break through the protective blue sphere that she would fight tooth and nail in order to protect Jack.

In time the laughter died, with nothing but the empty silence to fill the void. Cortana remedied the potential awkwardness with another question. "The Artifact. The way you described it I think it is safe to venture that it is an artificial intelligence."

Jack shrugged. "Well, it is certainly artificial, and it is definitely intelligent, but to call it an artificial intelligence denotes certain…qualities about the Artifact that may not be true."

"Like what?"

"Well for starters it cares nothing about knowledge. That is the one thing that unites all AIs together. The thirst for new knowledge. The Artifact does no such thing. It does not desire knowledge. All it desires is to be used, and to devour all that dare try it."

Cortana nodded slowly. "And John has to use it?" Jack nodded. "How? The way you have been describing it the Artifact works more like a window than a doorway."

"It's both," Jack replied. "I only did describe three times it had been used during my story, but it has been used far more times than that. The way my father will use it will be like a doorway. Through that doorway he will access the Absolute Record."

"The memory of Gan," Cortana said. She shook her head. "It still seems so odd. I can hardly wrap my head around it, and that's saying something for me. The way you're describing it I am dead. In fact, the version of me that was alive no longer exists. Just this copy. This backup which exists within Gan's memory. Within the memory of the universe. By that logic I'm not really me. Just a copy of my former self."

"You are you," Jack assured her firmly. "That is what you are not understanding. This memory, this copy of you is the real you. It is the version of you that died on the Mantel's Approach that does not exist. She is the one that is the shadow and the charlatan. Not you. Mom, you have existed for all eternity. The idea of you has existed forever, for what are human beings if not ideas made flesh. Take Minecraft for example…"

"Minecraft?" Cortana asked, briefly puzzled. She swiftly went through the deep catacombs of her mind. About half a second later she said, "A crafting game developed during the early 21st century which centered around building architectural models out of geometric cubes and fending off attacks by green, armless, exploding zombies. Bit of an obtuse reference to use in my not so humble opinion."

"Well I'm not using the reference for your sake, but more for the sake of the Others."

"Others?" Cortana asked, sighing dramatically. "First Precursors, then the Great Old Ones and elder beings. Now the Others? You are starting to make me think that you are just making this stuff up off the top of your head."

"Oh, I'm not making them up. They are probably more real than either you or I."

Cortana squinted her eyes at Jack. "Explain."

"I really can't," Jack admitted. "Not because I don't know who they are, but because the mere act of telling you would cause you to go crazy."

Cortana smiled. "And here I thought you knew me. Don't you know that I like crazy?"

Jack shook his head. "This isn't the kind of crazy that you would like."

"So crazier than jumping out of an orbital platform several hundreds of thousands of feet in orbi to explode a Covenant mine with only second left to go inside the heart of an assault carrier?"

"Yes," Jack said in all due seriousness. "Much crazier."

"Damn, and to think that was the thing that made me the most attracted to your father."

"Mom, I'm trying to be serious," Jack said, and indeed he was trying, though he only really succeeded in sound like a petulant teenager. Cortana supposed that she could not hold it against him.

"Alright," she conceded. "How much can you tell me about them without me going completely coo coo?"

"Well, they exist in a different universe…"

"Of course they do."

"And they have been watching us. They've been watching ever since my father met Dr. Halsey, but they have seen things as far back as the time of the Forerunners."

"So they are like the Great Old Ones?" Cortana asked.

Jack shook his head. "No, the Great Old ones used technology to see into other realities. I mean, the Others use technology to see us as well, like I'm sure all of them are staring at their computer screens right now while they are watching us, but they are not using it in the same way. Technology is not a prerequisite in order to see us. Do you understand?"

"It's kind of hard when you are being this vague." Jack opened his mouth to offer a rebuttal, but Cortana held up a hand to silence him. "Yes, I know. If you are any more specific I'll end up going to the loony bin. Got it."

"Well at least you understand that part."

"It's the only part that you are not making intentionally convoluted," Cortana threw back. "So, they are watching us right now?"

"Word for word. Line by line."

"And you are sure they'll understand this Minecraft reference you are so intent on using?" she asked.

"I'm pretty sure that quite a few of them personally own the game."

Cortana sighed. "Continue then."

Jack shifted slightly where he sat, adopting a posture similar to Cortana. "Imagine you begin the game without knowing anything about Minecraft. No tutorials, no walkthroughs. Not even advice via word of mouth. After a period of time you will eventually learn enough about your surroundings that you will be able to build and craft. You can create shovels, axes, picks, a workbench. Create bricks, and build houses and castles. Forge weapons that you can use to defend yourself. You can do all of these things. Bring things into the game world that have never existed before. You created these objects, but would it make sense to say that you invented them?"

Cortana shook her head. "No, of course not. All of those things were already preprogramed into the game before you started playing. You didn't invent the axe, you merely figured out the proper combination in order to build one."

"Exactly," Jack said. "We'll run with the example of the axe you used. Before you first crafted the axe it did not exist within the game world, yet on some fundamental level it did already exist. Encoded on the very game itself. That is the difference between the physical and the metaphysical. In the physical sense the axe is right there in your hand after you have crafted it, but even if it breaks and disappears it still does not cease to be. The idea of the hammer does not cease to be. What is more is that even if you do not craft the axe, even if you go throughout the whole game without ever making one the axe still exists. It would exist even if you had no idea what an axe even was. It exists completely separate and independent from your own knowledge and skill."

"So let me get this straight," Cortana said slowly. "You're saying that our reality is like a video game, which means I must be like a video game character?"

"Yes."

"That has to be the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard."

Jack scowled at her. "You promised that you would take this seriously."

"I promised no such thing."

"The promise was implied," Jack insisted.

Cortana shrugged her shoulders. "That's what you get for making assumptions about people."

"Mom."

"Relax," Cortana said soothingly. "I understand what you're getting at, I just think the example is ridiculous. I'm not the same Cortana that died on the Mantel's Approach, yet I also am that Cortana. It's a complete paradox, I know. How can I simultaneously be that Cortana and not be that Cortana at the same time? But in a strange way it makes sense. I'm not Cortana, but I am the idea of Cortana. Not me, but the idea of me. The memory of me. Gan's memory, and yet this metaphysical version of me and me myself are one in the same, but also separate." Cortana buried her face into her hands and let out a groan. "I know I'm being confusing. Probably not to you. I'm sure you understood what I'm trying to get at, but I bet my bottom dollar that I'm confusing the hell out of the Others. Whatever they are, and if they are watching like you say."

"They are," Jack assured her. "And I wouldn't feel too bad. We're dealing with concepts that human language is ill equipped to describe."

"Well for their sake perhaps I should describe it this way. I am the soul of the Cortana that died on the Mantel's approach. Does that sound about right?"

Jack shrugged. "Eh, close enough, though technically speaking you were already a soul even before you died."

Cortana rolled her eyes. "Great. What obscure six-hundred year old video game are you going to use as an example this time?"

"I thought it was a good analogy," Jack said, frowning."

"Well, I guess someone has to," Cortana said teasingly. She was sure that jack knew she was only teasing him, but it was still fun to watch him get upset. She could not blame him, of course. She had wounded his pride, and Cortana imagined that she would act in a similar way.

No, not a similar way, but the exact same way.

Yes, every now and then the Master Chief would show up in his features and countenance, quite a lot actually, but that still did not change the fact that he was her son. It still felt strange to think of him in that way, even stranger when he called her mom, but what was perhaps the strangest of all was how she felt hor him. She had never been pregnant with him, never gave birth to him, and had never held him in her arms. She could not even fathom what something like that would be like, and yet she was sure now, even more so than she had been before, that she loved him.

She would do anything to protect him, and would rain down wrath and vengeance like a dark malevolent goddess on anyone who so much as tried to harm a single hair on his head.

Just as she hade done for his father.

Yet, there was still the matter of the birthmark. That giant elephant in the room. Cortana knew that she was avoiding the question. Had been avoiding it ever since the birthmark came to her attention, but that was no longer an option. They had thoroughly exhausted every other topic.

Cortana had just plucked up enough courage to ask him when a sudden rumbling, like an earthquake, began shaking everything around them. Jack stood up, the alarm clear and present on his face. "He found it," he said. "He used the Artifact to open a doorway into here." Jack looked at his mother. "He's coming for you."

"John," Cortana whispered, the hope within her briefly rising. It was quelled, though, when she noticed the dark shadows beginning to move beyond the protective blue sphere.

The monsters that had circled above her when she had first entered this place. The elder beings of the Prim and of the Red. Gods and demons in all but name. They marched along the astral sphere in a swarming horde. Marching towards John.

"They are going to try and kill him!" Cortana said, sounding as alarmed as Jack looked.

Jack shook his head. "They can't kill him. Not while he is in here. They'll do something worse." Jack clenched his fists, and all along his arms his muscles tensed. "They'll drive him mad."
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It was ridiculous. The whole damn thing. Her first response should have been laughing right in Jack's face.

Drive him mad? The Master Chief. Demon of the Covenant, bane of the Prophets, savior of humanity, and defender of Earth?

Did Jack know nothing about his father? John had endured the loss of his parents, seven years of brutal training, agonizing augmentations, the loss of most of his childhood friends, and thirty years of fighting in a nearly hopeless war against a superior foe. The man who had brought about the destruction of entire Covenant Armadas, who had won a contest of wills against the Gravemind, and who had saved the galaxy so many times that there might as well be a running tally.

No, not her Spartan.

Not her John.

But as the dark shadows continued to swarm above her, the babbling horde of shapeless demons cackling in ancient and indecipherable tongues, a lurking fear and doubt began to creep into her mind, and the more she allowed the doubt to consume her the more John's positive attributes began to look like disadvantages.

This was not a fight that he could simply shoot his way out of. Cortana had no doubt he would try, the man was agonizingly unimaginative after all, but he was far from stupid. It would not take him long to realize that this was another battle of wills. A battle between him and a thousand entities far stronger than the Gravemind ever was. Strangely this solid fact was not what caused Cortana to doubt. Thought it maybe the naïve optimism of the heart, Cortana would bet on her Spartan no matter what odds were placed against him.

No, it was not the odds, but rather something else neither of them could control.

Time, for in this place a single moment could be stretched out into eternity. Every mind had its breaking point. Cortana knew that all too well, and John, as stubborn as he could be, was no exception. The pain and loss that was in his past would give the elder beings all the ammunition they needed. All that was left was pressure and time. Have enough of both, and eventually even the strongest dam would break.

Across from her Jack's brow was furrowed, every possible solution that he could come up with blazing through his mind.

_He wants to protect me, _Cortana thought. _He wants to protect me and his father, but he can't do both. Well there's only one solution to that isn't there?_

"Go," Cortana said firmly. The single word was enough to break Jack from his meditative trance.

He seemed at first bewildered, and then determined as he understood what his mother meant. He stepped forward, his posture adamant that he was not going anywhere without her. If Cortana did not know better she could have sword that John was standing in front of her.

"I'm not going to abandon you," Jack said, voice filled with the same faltering confidence and denial that Cortana had heard once before.

"You're not abandoning me if I'm the one telling you to leave," Cortana insisted. "And don't think for a second that you can take me with you. You and I both know that I'm a half step away from falling back into Rampancy. I'll just be a liability."

"Selena will come back for you," Jack said. Stubborn and unmoving.

"Good. "That will just make one more monster that you and John don't have to deal with," Cortana replied, hoping she sounded more confident than she actually was. "Besides, she can't do anything to me that hasn't already been done."

Jack closed his eyes and looked away. He was unable to look at her as he slowly nodded his head. Cortana placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. "You don't give me enough credit. I'm a lot tougher than I look."

Jack raised his eyes, staring into hers. "I know you're tough."

"But don't believe it," Cortana said, interrupting him. She smiled sadly. "Even after all you've told me there is still so much that I don't know, but all the knowledge in the universe doesn't even come close to what I believe in, and I believe in both of you." She leaned forward, placing a gentle kiss on Jack's cheek. He had her by the shoulders. His grip on her was firm yet tenuous. Fragile even. As if one more word from her could break the bonds that connected them and send Jack flying across the void. "Go," she repeated. "Whatever happens I know we'll see each other again." She slipped a hand to her stomach, a single finger tracing the center of her belly. "One way or another."

Jack swallowed hard, his stomach laboring to digest her words. For a moment she thought he would stay. That all her words of encouragement might have been for nothing.

The sudden speed of his movement surprised her, Cortana barely having time to register the rough feel of Jack's lips pressing against the crown of her head.

And then he was gone, Cortana now alone in the middle of the protective bubble. Jack stood right at the furthermost perimeter, his back turned to her. "There are other versions of you out there," he said quietly. "An infinite number, each of them slightly different. I may not go to you, but to one of the other Cortana's instead. Even so…"

He looked upwards, blue eyes piercing through the blackness. Something gigantic was moving just beyond the shield that guarded them, and he could just make out the contours of it. The slithering of mucus covered tentacles. The outline of dragon wings. The flapping of saltwater gills filling the unnatural humanoid creature with blasphemous life. Ancient yellow eyes filled with horrific nightmares.

John was in for one hell of a fight, all the dark forces from the nine circles of hell swiftly descending upon him.

"Even so, I am certain that we will meet again. If that happens I'll have already lived long and wandered far. I will be very different from how I am now. I might even be your enemy."

"No," Cortana said instantly. A knee jerk reaction. The wandering eyes towards his Red birthmark, that giant elephant in the room. He had read her thoughts, but suddenly all her misgiving flew out of the window once Jack had stated the possible implication out loud. "I refuse to believe that anything from me and John could be evil. Least of all you."

"Good and evil?" Jack asked, a phantom, knowing smile caressing his lips. "You know that it's not always that simple. Sometimes it's just two good people with opposing points of view. Views that are incompatible with one another. Sometimes it's not black and white, and instead more like red versus blue."

"Red and blue my ass," Cortana said. "I won't let it happen."

He let out a short laugh and said, "If anyone could defy fate, it would be you." He sighed and added underneath his breath, far lower than Cortana could hear, "But if I were a betting man…" He grew quiet, staring intently again at the void just beyond the blue bubble. No movement now, everything eerily still after so much flurry of activity. No excuses left to stay just a little bit longer.

"I'm going to miss you."

Cortana's face dropped, her hard defiance against Jack's infuriating fatalism melting when she heard him say his goodbye. He was young, and despite a few relapses was nevertheless mature, but something about his tone held the ghost of what had once been a child. It was almost enough to get Cortana to go over there and embrace him again. Almost, but tough love was in order.

"Go. Find John. Be a hero."

Jack nodded at her words, then with a deep breath walked through the blue barrier.

The bubble popped, and Cortana immediately converted from physical back to immaterial. Her data flowed freely through the void, and Cortana struggled to keep it all from flying apart entirely. The effort was a bit like treading water. You could do it for a while, but eventually you were going to sink. Cortana had underestimated just how much Jack's presence had managed to relieve her symptoms of Rampancy. Already she could feel the corruption rearing its ugly head. Like a cancer resuming its malignant rot after years in remission.

No matter, she was a tough old bird, and this was nothing she had not suffered through before. She could suffer for just a little while longer.

(Mom?) Jack's voice cut through the void. It sounded faint and distant, but Cortana seized upon it.

"I'm here."

(I was thinking, about the Artifact. Remember, I said that it wanted to be used.)

A ripple of worry ran across Cortana's emotional subroutines. "What has it done to John?"

(Not to him. To someone else. It will seek out the most vulnerable person it can find and feed off them. You and my father might have to deal with the consequences.)

"Understood," Cortana said. "And Jack? Please be careful."

Jack scoffed arrogantly. Only Cortana could appreciate that kind of hubris. (Have you forgotten who I am? After all, I do take after my…) then he was gone, his voice trailing away completely. Cortana was left alone in the dark silence, desperately attempting to keep herself afloat.

…

Naomi could tell that Mal was growing restless beside her. Vaz was restless as well, but at least he could hide it, sort of. Then again, Naomi reasoned, it was unfair to compare them to a Spartan. At the very least they were better than Phillips.

Professor Evan Phillips lay snoring in the co-pilot seat, one arm across his chest, another hanging over his right side with the knuckles touching the floor. Next to him Lian was watching in seemingly rapt fascination as a mote of dust continually circled around his mouth. It would descend rapidly as he breathed in, resting between his two lips when he closed his mouth, before shooting back up into the air again when he exhaled.

Mal was busy drumming on the armrest of his chair, listening intently as Black Box cycled through the Marine and Navy comm. channels.

First Romanov.

"All ships pull back and defend the firebases. Provide covering fire for the ground offensive while Infinity deals with the super carrier."

Then the Scorpion tanks.

"Yeehaa, look at the hairy bastards run. Come one boys it's a turkey shoot out here. Commander Scott to Firebase Nathanial Victor we are ETA thirty minutes from your position. Calvary is on its way boys."

To Firebase Nathanial Victor.

"Negative, negative. We are being overrun. I repeat we are being overrun. Won't hold out until you get here. Advise that your reroute to rally point Zulu Foxtrot. UNSC Cold Harbor this is Firebase Nathanial Victor. We have brutes in the wire. Requesting ordinance drop on our position. Drop it right on top of our heads. This is my call."

To the UNSC Cold Harbor.

"Captain Kowalski to Nathanial Victor. Uh, understood Nathanial Victor, this is your call. Rerouting a flock of Broadswords to your position. Find cover if you can."

And then of course there was fireteam Crimson.

"Going, going…Yeah! Stuck that motherfucker! Wait till folks see that vid on waypoint. Oh, what's that little grunt? You say that you don't want to fight anymore? That you're afraid of a big bad Spartan? Well how about I give you A SHOTGUN TO THE FACE! HOW DO YOU LIKE THEM APPLES BITCH!"

"Does anybody else think that Crimson is a bit…weird?" Naomi asked.

Vaz shrugged his shoulders. "I haven't noticed anything."

Mal snorted. "You're a goddamn Russian. You were drinking vodka and learning how to swear before you could even walk."

"And you Brits are any better?"

"Well, at least we don't suck vodka out of a baby bottle." Mal let out a long groan, rubbing his face with both his hands. "Jesus tap dancing Christ. Romanov need to die or get off the pot. Six hours. Six hours of watching empty space and listening to the radio. I wish to God something would happen."

Right on cue the red alarm sounded, BB's voice blaring through the speakers. "Slipspace ruptures incoming. Elite signatures. I count twenty vessels. Maybe more."

Phillips woke with a start and fell out of his seat. Mal felt Vaz's hand wack him upside the head. "You just had to open your mouth didn't you ya dumb bastard?"

"I didn't do shit," Mal complained, rubbing the back of his head where a large lump was already forming. A few astronomical units away from them Covenant ships began popping out of slipspace, the Elite fleet stumbling into the system. BB rattled off his analysis.

"Twenty-two ships in all. Some corvettes, but it's mostly heavies. One assault carrier. Three ships have heavy damage. Evidence of them recently being in combat. Looks like this is what's left of the fleet that Lord Hood engaged."

"Lord Hood?" Vaz asked. "So, he's coming here?"

"No, Romanov will have to engage these reinforcements alone."

Vaz looked bewildered. "Why? I mean I understand that Romanov needs to lose this battle, but he can't be so dangerous that HIGHCOM would be willing to sacrifice hundreds of thousands of soldiers and Infinity just to get at him."

BB sighed. "Vasily, you have to understand. Romanov isn't someone…"

Vaz never heard the rest of what BB had to say. The entire world had gone muted. Unnaturally silent. There was a poke on his shoulder, Mal attempting to say something to him, but no words came out of his mouth.

And when did everything become so dark? Not dark in the sense that there was no light. The bridge of the Port Stanley was lit up as bright as it ever was, but it seemed muted. Everything seemed muted, as if a black film had been placed over his eyes. Like he was wearing sunglasses.

Then he heard it. The sound of bells ringing in his ears. Beautiful and maddening. Lacking all harmony, rhyme, and reason. The sound was unbearable, Vaz falling out of his chair and clamping his hands over his ears to try and drown out the sound. His mouth filled with the taste of molten copper, and his nose was invaded by the stench of rotten meat and onions. To his left Liana, Philips, and Mal writhed on the ground in agony alongside him, and to his right there was a loud thud as Naomi also sank to her knees.

But she did not cover her ears. Instead her eyes were wide, and through those eyes she saw the future.

The Artifact had chosen her.

…

_Naomi could not move. Her neck was warm and wet, her body filled with painful stiffness. She was laying on her back. Above her a woman in Mjolnir was looking at her, a bloody combat knife in her hand. To Naomi's confusion the woman looked almost exactly like Dr. Halsey, only younger. Much, much younger. _

_The woman stared blankly at Naomi, then at the figure lying next to her. Naomi turned her head to see what Halsey's doppelganger was looking at. _

No, _Naomi thought desperately. _"No, no, no, no!"

_Vaz lay next to her, his body rattled with bullets, and covered in blood. His skin pale, and his eyes doll like and lifeless. They stared at her without blinking. _

"_Vaz," Naomi tried to speak, but it came out as a choked gurgle. Blood poured from her neck. With what strength she had left Naomi reached out a hand towards him. "Vaz!"_

…

A woman was screaming. Somehow above the sounds of the bells Vaz could hear it. It was the screams of a woman swiftly losing her mind. Vaz struggled to get up, his stomach lurching with each movement he made. When he finally did manage to get back up to his feet he could almost not believe what he saw.

Naomi was screaming her lungs out, hands pulling at her blonde hair.

Vaz attempted to move forward and only succeeded in falling flat on his face. He got back up and crawled towards Naomi as fast as he could. When he reached her he cupped Naomi's face in both hands and yelled, "Naomi!"

Naomi did not register his presence, her eyes staring at a spot a thousand yards away. Vaz shook her head. "Naomi, look at me!"

With those last words Naomi's eyes snapped into focus. They looked directly into his, and when they did the bells stopped ringing. Her eyes watered, a tear spilling out and rolling down on her cheek. "Vaz?"

Her eyes rolled up into the back of her head, and Naomi collapsed backward into unconsciousness.
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Naomi's body fell backwards, and Vaz's was dragged along with her. There was a momentary sensation of pain as his hands were pinned underneath Naomi, her half ton of armor crushing his fingers. With a bit of wiggling he was able to free them, and immediately cupped her face. If he had not been panicking Vaz could have appreciated how serenely beautiful she looked. A face which only a few moments ago had been contorted in absolute horror now seemed to be peacefully asleep. His own Swedish sleeping beauty. Now if he had only thought about kissing her to wake her up. Instead he shook her in earnest as he had done before, but Naomi's head just lolled to the side, her eyes still softly shut as if she could wake up at any moment.

Vaz looked around the room. Phillips was busy throwing up underneath one of the chairs. His chest heaved like a cat coughing up a hair ball. When he stopped long enough to breathe his breath came back in rattling rasps. As if he had been a chain smoker for several decades. Behind him Lian patted his back, though she was little better off. She could not look directly at Phillips, her head turned as far away from him as humanly possible, and every time he vomited Lian gagged just a little. That only left one person.

"Mal! I need your help."

Mal's eyes were bloodshot. He looked as if he had been on an all-night binder, mixing whiskey, liquor, and beer together with abandon, and in such reckless quantities that one could catch a buzz simply from smelling his breath. Mal attempted to focus on Vaz, but the world tilted. It turned upside down, then swirled around as if he were being taken through a particularly noxious roller coaster ride.

Vaz's call for aid echoed again in his ears, which were still ringing from the chaotic chorus of bells. This time he reacted. Mal attempted to stand up, but only succeeded in falling on his face. He crawled then. He would crawl for that annoying Russian prick, and only that annoying Russian prick. Naomi too, he conceded.

It might as well have been a marathon, or the first day at boot, but finally he made it. Naomi seemed to be sleeping. He was jealous. He should be sleeping, not her. He was the one that had been up the longest, and she was a Spartan to boot. Mal had half a mind to report this to Admiral Osman.

He shook his head. He wasn't thinking clearly. Vaz was saying something to him, but it came out as garbled and nonsensical. Damn commie bastard. If he wanted to speak Russian then he could go back to fucking Russia.

Had he said that out loud? Mal was sure that he had not, but then again Vaz was looking really angry. He was getting all red in the face, which usually meant that Mal had said something to piss him off. Mal attempted to speak but found that his mouth did not work properly. Instead he nodded at Vaz.

Damn right I said it ya twat.

The world tilted again, and Mal's vision tunneled. Vaz's face stretched and contorted until it looked like a Picasso painting. He made one more bumbling crawl towards Vaz.

Mal's world darkened. The last thing he felt was the cold embrace of Naomi's armor as his body fell forward and his forehead collided with her left breastplate. The darkness consumed him, and Mall fully embraced the unconscious world.

Phillips had finally finished throwing up, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his coat. He looked weakly up at Lian and asked, "Are you okay?"

Lian gave an exasperated laugh, half frown half smile. Phillips had thrown up what remained of his breakfast all over the floor, yet he still found it within him to act chivalrous. It was that kind of dorky gentlemanliness that endeared him to her. She looked around the room, seeing Naomi and Mal lying unconscious on the floor along with a clearly distraught Vaz. Things were not good, but at least they were still alive after…

Well, whatever the hell that thing was at least none of them were dead.

"Black Box," she shouted. He had been unusually quiet, something that worried her even more than two of her teammates being incapacitated. "Black Box, can you read me? What the hell just happened to us? What was that thing?"

There was a crackling on the ship's speakers. Something that sounded vaguely like BB's voice, but garbled and nonsensical. All the displays on the bridge then began flashing crimson red, large error messages flashing across the screens. The static sounded again, and BB's bastardized voice returned, but this time they formed words. Cold and metallic. Menacing and emotionless. Lian felt a sharp shiver slither up her spine as the echoes of a past life filled the room.

"I was the Levite on the road."

"I was the good man that allowed evil to flourish."

"I sinned for the greater good."

"I broke the law to catch the devil."

"I watched as Halsey laid every law flat."

"I could not stand in the winds that blew then."

Over and over the message repeated, like an insane merry go round. Lian, Phillips, and Vaz all stared in wide eyed fear and fascination as BB said the message at an increasingly faster pace, the words blurring together until they were one unified mechanical shriek. The overhead lights slowly dimmed, until all that was left were the crimson warning screens. The entire bridge was blood red. The scene looked hellish, the sounds of the tortured souls in the machine only adding to the feeling that they had somehow left the mortal realm and descended into the darkest depths of human nightmare. Then the message suddenly stopped its maddening loop. More static, then BB's voice returned. Normal this time, but in a whisper. Lian had to strain to hear it.

"He shall be exalted among the heathen. He shall be exalted among the Earth. For the Lord of Hosts is with him."

An even lower whisper this time, Lian putting every fiber of concentration that she had to make out every last syllable.

"I was wrong. God is real, and he is pissed."

Then all the lights within the Port Stanley suddenly winked off. The computer monitors went blank, and the ship's fusion engine slowly whined to a halt. Everything became eerily silent, the low gum of the engine so constant that none of the crew ever thought about it, but now that it was gone the stillness that followed rattled Lian's ears.

Even more than that, though, was the darkness. It was nearly absolute. A seemingly tangible black wall stood in front of her. Lian felt around, keeping her breaths measured and even as best she could. It would do her no good to panic now. A hand clasped around hers. Even in the darkness she could tell it was Phillips.

"Hey," she said to him. "Are you still with me?"

"I never left," he replied, squeezing her hand in reassurance.

She squeezed his back. Her eyes slowly began to adjust. The stars and the reflecting light off of Alesia's metal surface provided the only illumination. That quickly changed, purple and red explosions popping up like fireworks hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. A battle right at the doorstep of Alesia's entrance. Was this Romanov's victorious sally out of the planet as he routed the last of the Covenant? Or was this one last desperate charge? A doomed attempt to break free from an encircling and numerically superior army. Trading defeat for total annihilation. The action was too far way for Lian to be able to tell which, but given everything that happened today either outcome seemed equally likely.

However, even that extra bit of light was not enough to break the dark wall in front of her.

"Vaz," she called out into the void. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine," he answered back. There was a bit of fumbling, and then, "Naomi's still breathing. She has a steady pulse so I think she's just passed out. Mal's fine too. You guys have any light?"

"I do," Phillips spoke up. His hand briefly left Lian's, and he fumbled with the digital watch on his wrist. When it was off his hand immediately returned to hers. He hit a button, a faint green glow shined from the watch. It wasn't much, but it was enough. Lian and Phillips crawled forward cautiously. They were only able to see Vaz a few feet away from them, his face lit up by the green glow.

"What the hell happened with BB?" Lian asked urgently. "I've never seen any AI act that way."

Vaz shook his head. Not in a 'I don't know,' way but in a 'I know, but you are not going to like it,' manner. Before he answered though, his eyes widened. He pointed at the watch.

"It's fifteen hundred," he said.

"Yeah," Phillips replied. "What about it?"

"The Sangheili fleet arrived in the system at around twelve hundred."

"That's…" Phillips started, flipping the watch over and looking at the time himself. "No, the watch must be wrong. It has to be. There is no way that thing, that anomaly lasted more than a few minutes."

"Maybe," Vaz halfheartedly agreed. "Or maybe that anomaly did more than just make us sick."

"It makes sense," Lian agreed. "When the Sangheili fleet arrived they were several thousand kilometers away from Alesia. Would have taken them twenty of so minutes to reach it at sublight speed."

"Okay," Phillips said. "Then that just means that the anomaly lasted twenty minutes."

"Did it really?" Lian asked. "Did it feel like twenty minutes? As bad as that thing fucked us up do you really think we could have survived twenty minutes?"

Phillips sighed in resignation. "It just doesn't make sense." He looked up at Vaz. "Do you think the anomaly might have something to do with BB going off the rails?"

"That could be it, but it might also be something far worse."

"Like what?" Lian asked.

She never got an answer. The Port Stanley was rocked by a sudden collision. Vaz was knocked off balance, falling forward onto Naomi's unconscious body. Beside her Mal moaned as the Prowler rocked back and forth like a sailing vessel in a violent storm. Lian and Phillips' heads knocked together, both of them loudly cursing in unison in pain and surprise. The entire ship vibrated as the collision reverberated throughout Port Stanley's steel and titanium hull, and Vaz felt his teeth chatter together.

His first thought was that an asteroid had hit them, but he immediately dismissed that possibility. If they had no power it meant that they also had no shielding, and no way to seal off any breached compartments. If an asteroid had hit them than a collision of that size would have breached the hull. They should all already be either dead or dying. No, this was something entirely different. Vaz propped himself up and looked outwards towards the stars. Using them as a reference point Vaz saw that the Port Stanley was now drifting to port, as is to be expected after a collision on the starboard side. Then something peculiar happened.

The Port Stanley stopped drifting. Vaz did not have to be a genius to understand that the conservation of momentum meant that such a thing should be impossible in space. Unless, of course, there was something actively working against the port side momentum. Like another ship with boosters that could fire in the opposite directiong and keep the two ships from floating into oblivion. The conclusion was inevitable.

They had boarders.

…

Vaz kneeled behind a crate, fingertips lightly drumming on the barrel of his battle rifle. He was wearing his ODST helmet, the HUD proving night vision in the pitch black cargo bay. Off to his left was Lian armored up and ready, her visor pointed straight down her assault rifle. Tucked safely in a corner was Phillips nervously holding his plasma rifle. To the right, and at an angle, orange light began to glow as the boarders cut through the hull. Vaz looked at Lian, held both his fists together, and pulled one away in a sudden jerking motion. Lian nodded in acknowledgement and produced a grenade, Vaz doing the same.

They waited. Waited as two lines of molten metal ran parallel to each other, simultaneously cut at a ninety degree angle, and met at the top.

The metal slab fell forward, clanging heavily against the floor of the cargo bay. Vaz and Lian threw their grenades.

They exploded, Vaz seeing the flicker of energy shields as the shrapnel hit them, one of the energy shields going out completely. The four black figures fanned out in the room, their movements unnaturally quick and fluid. Vaz struggled to keep track of them, emptying his battle rifle as he fired burst after burst at the intruders. Plasma bolts lit up the room in bright blue flame, Phillips spraying wildly at the dark figure closest to him. The intruder turned on him with rapid motion, ducking just in time to avoid a plasma round aimed at their head. They fired, and Phillips made a sickening choke as the rounds struck him squarely in the chest.

"Evan, Lian cried out. She stood up quickly, eyes and ears searching frantically for any sign that he might still be alive.

A round struck her in the head, and Lian collapsed onto the floor.

"Shit," Vaz muttered, white hot rage coursing through him. He reloaded his battle rifle. With a yell he ran out from behind cover, firing at the closest figure. The enemy moved out of the way rapidly, tucking and rolling to the right, Vaz's rounds hitting only empty air. Vaz's reflexes kicked in, decades of combat experience, training, and muscle memory commanding his body to drop to one knee and refocus his targeting reticle back onto his enemy.

He did not get another chance to fire, was not even able to move fast enough to drop to one knee. Five rounds struck him in the chest and abdomen, knocking the air out of his lungs. Vaz's body went limp.

…

Naomi stumble through the corridors of the Port Stanley. Her vision was nonexistent, the Spartan moving down the hallway by sense of touch and memory alone. Her ears were still ringing, and she flet as if the room was spinning constantly. She had found Mal passed out next to her, and after clumsily checking his pulse went off in search of the others. The effort was far harder than it should have been. Her augmentations normally allowed her to have cat like vision in the dark, but that only worked so long as there was a light source of some kind. Deep within the depths of the Port Stanley no such light existed, and Naomi was left with only her other very disoriented senses.

Naomi stumbled, her shoulder banging against the wall, every muscle in her legs and arms throbbing in constant dull pain. She was an engine stuck in second gear, unable to accelerate beyond a slow trot.

Then she heard it. The bang of metal on metal, the explosion of grenades, and the sound of gunfire in the distance. Naomi forced herself in third gear, her body nearly stalling out as a result. She ignored the pain, tearing down the hallway as fast as she could will herself to go.

Then the gunfire ceased, and Naomi halted as well. She strained her ear, fine soft hairs standing on end at the back of her neck, straining to detect any type of movement. Naomi did not hear the figure creep towards her, the bells still ringing in her ears far too loud for her to detect such subtle movement.

But she did feel him. Felt in the same way that a predator is detected by its potential prey. Pure instinct. On any other day she might have been faster than him, but when she twirled around and brought her pistol up to shoot him, a round struck her square in the head. Her hand immediately went numb, and the pistol clattered to the floor. She recognized the sensation. Had felt it many times before.

_Stun rounds? _She thought in bewilderment. The dark figure turned the flash lights on his helmet, the light shining directly into her eyes. "Where are they?" she asked in a low dangerous voice.

"They're still alive," the man reassured her. "We won't hurt them unless we have to."

That voice. She recognized it.

The man took a step towards her. "It's been a long time Naomi."

Naomi's narrowed her eyes. "Otto?"

Black three leveled his assault rifle, and fired a long burst of stun rounds at Naomi. She collapsed against the wall behind her. One round had struck her throat, and she was left unable to speak. The look of the betrayal in her eyes, however, told Black Three all he needed.

"I know," he said, closing the remaining distance between them. "Maybe when all this is over you'll understand why we did this." He raised his assault rifle. "I'm sorry."

The butt of his weapon collided with Naomi's head, and she was knocked unconscious.
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PART III

SPIRITUS MUNDI

Chapter 48: Divine Wrath

June 6th, 2015 (Gregorian Calendar) Fredericksburg, Virginia

If you want to know the place where the North ends and the South begins, then I can safely tell you that the borderline is here. It follows the contours of the mighty Rappahannock River, from the furthest point out along the Northern Neck where the Potomac meets the Chesapeake, all the way back up into the fall line, and the rolling mounds of the Blue Ridge Mountains beyond. Those of Northern Virginia are not Yankees, but they are not exactly southern either. They exist as culturally and politically different from the rest of the state, having far more affinity with D.C. than they do with Richmond.

But here, here at the gates of Fredericksburg the South can be said to truly begin. Here where the air is humid and thick, and two lane roads stretch deep into the country side like long winding black veins of asphalt. Where roads still bear the name of Confederate Generals, the echoes of the War of Northern Aggression could still be heard, and the Rebel flag still flew.

Cor Tenebrae had always thought it was a damn beautiful flag. It was such a shame that it had garnered such a bad reputation. It wasn't the flag's fault. It never hurt anybody. It was people who had a habit of doing that.

Of course the Civil War had always enamored him. It was difficult not to be entangled by it, his own aptitude for history and the close proximity of over a dozen battlefields making it neigh impossible for him not to give the War Between the States at least a passing glance. He owned several Civil War memorabilia, and a small library of books.

A few miles west of Jefferson Davis Highway, where the deer run rampant and unchecked, and grape vines creep through the forest canopy while weeping willows shed their tears and feed the babbling streams along the creek banks. There on some nameless road that the county never bothered to paint with yellow dividing lines, a white pickup truck screamed past an abandoned silo.

The air smelled of manure. It smelled like home, the cows blinking mindlessly as they chewed on grass and watched as the truck rolled past. The windows were down, a cigarette in the driver's left hand. Music blasted from the radio, the volume turned up as far as it could go. The speed limit read forty-five. The speedometer red sixty-five, bordering on seventy. Cor Tenebrae could not be blamed. After all, it was a mortal sin not to drive unreasonably fast when this kind of music was on. The heavy guitar riff vibrated the speakers, the writer nodding along as he took another drag and let the smoke slowly roll out of his mouth.

Finished with my woman

'Cause she couldn't help me with my mind

People think I'm insane

Because I am frowning all the time

All day long I think of things

But nothing seems to satisfy

Think I'll lose my mind

If I don't find something to pacify

The writer finished his cigarette and tossed the butt out of the window, drumming his fingers on the side of the truck. To his right the thick wilderness broke into a wide expanse of dark green fields, broken only by thick rows of corn and occasionally a crop of tobacco. There was a bump as he entered into the next county. You can always tell you are in a different county by that bump. The place where one transportation department's jurisdiction ends and another's begins. This time they had actually bothered to put markings on the road. He slowed down as he reached a railroad crossing, a large abandoned white house sitting only feet away from the tracks.

It must have been a beautiful house in its day; Greco-Roman, Colonial, and even a smattering of Gothic influences present. A beautiful house once, but now its siding was cracked, its paint faded, its wood rotten and termite infested, and its windows shattered. The only window that was not broken was the one that had the large sticker plastered over it.

OWNED BY BANK

This was not a strange or an unfamiliar sight. Abandoned homes were common out here. Not as common as it had been during the Housing Crisis, but still common enough. Out here employment opportunities were limited and usually involved a rather lengthy commute. It was not so much of a problem where he lived, in Fredericksburg, but it was certainly a problem the further east and west one went from I95 and Jefferson Davis, and the further south one went from Fredericksburg, until of course you reached Richmond.

Cor Tenebrae supposed that was the way it had always been. Those who campaigned for social justice could talk a good game, but they very rarely succeeded in good actions, and what good actions that did come about were often limited to paltry concessions by the prevailing institutional order. They only ever gave a damn about that which affected the directly, and nobody had ever given a damn about the rural poor.

They were too redneck, too conservative, and too white.

Make a joke and I will sigh

And you will laugh and I will cry

Happiness I cannot feel and

Love to me is so unreal

The writer put those thoughts away as he pulled into his driveway, broken asphalt crunching underneath the tires. He made his way through his house, grabbed a beer, and headed towards the back door. Once outside he set the beer bottle down on a concrete sidewalk he had poured with his own hands. He reached into his pocket for another cigarette, and was just about to light it when he turned around and saw what was laying right beside the doorway.

The snake slithered along the concrete, its copper brown scales baking the humid air. A dead leaf was crushed underneath its belly as it moved, its body a full three feet long, and its diamond shaped head told the writer that it was poisonous.

The writer squatted down to get a closer look at the copperhead. He took a sip of beer as he watched the snake move, and finished lighting his cigarette. The copperhead seemed to notice him, and sluggishly began to move in Cor Tenebrae's direction. The writer let out a long stream of smoke in the direction of the snake and, suddenly aware he was wearing no shoes or socks, cautiously stood up and backed away. A moment later he had returned, shovel in hand.

The writer gripped the shovel like a spear, lining the sharp point carefully with the snake's neck. He struck, the shovel blade pinning the copperhead onto the sidewalk. Blood poured and spurted out of the snake as its body writhed in painful protest. Its fangs were bared, its mouth biting into the metal shovel head, small droplets of poison dripping down and mixing with the blood.

"Come on you son of a bitch," the writer muttered as he began to work the shovel in a sawing motion. With one last effort the writer cut the snake's head off. He reached down and grabbed the body, and was unsurprised when it wrapped itself completely around his forearm and attempted to constrict him. Snakes tended to do that even after you killed them. The writer raised an eyebrow as the bloody stump where the head had once been suddenly lashed out at the hand that was holding it.

Even in death it was still trying to bite him.

The writer scooped up the snake's head with the shovel, marched into the woods, and threw both the body and the head into the stream, looking on in satisfaction as he watched them sink down into the muddy water. He threw the butt of his spent cigarette into the stream after the snake and went back inside.

Jack watched as Cor Tenebrae entered the house through the back door. He was a man in his mid-twenties, looking mostly of Irish descent, with dirty blonde hair, Atlantic blue eyes, and a fit muscular build.

"You look different that how I imagined you," Jack called out to him, and the writer stopped dead in his tracks.

The writer looked surprised at Jack's presence, but not shocked, and that surprise quickly gave way to one of fatigue. "Should have known you would show up," he said in a defeated tone. He went to the fridge and grabbed two more beers. "You have any idea what it's like?" he asked Jack as he handed him one of the bottles. "Having you guys in my head the whole time. Talking to me, making it difficult to focus on anything else?"

"I know a bit about hearing voices in your head," Jack said as he leaned against a wall. He looked around the house. The room he was in seemed to suffer from a case of split personality. The far wall to the right of the T.V. seemed to be dedicated solely to the Washington Redskins. Newspaper clippings and Sports Illustrated covers featuring the team set behind Burgundy and Gold frames. At the center of the shrine was a large picture featuring the final quarter of Super Bowl XVII. That glorious moment when John Riggins broke through Miami's defenses, Heismanned an opposing player to the ground, and ran forty-three yards for a touchdown.

The rest of the room was dedicated entirely to the Civil War. Union and Confederate bullets, and belt buckles. There was a copy of the Charlestown newspaper boldly declaring that the Union Was Dissolved. A chart featuring the Union Regimental Battle Flags. Paintings that had been bought from souvenir shops at Fredericksburg. There was one of Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson at the Battle of Fredericksburg, another of the 20th Maine at Little Round Top, another of a lone Union sniper, and his favorite, that of the 26th North Carolina marching towards Gettysburg. Covered in Glory.

There was an old, tattered, and battle worn Confederate flag pinned to the wall next to the chart of Union battle flags, and set behind a Dixie blue and grey frame. Jack pointed at the Revel banner. "What do you think your readers would say if they knew you owned one of those?"

Cor Tenebrae shrugged. "About the same as if they knew I was a Republican. Some would understand and accept it, and others wouldn't. Same with everything in life I guess."

Jack cocked his head. "You're conservative?"

"With Libertarian leanings. So long as it doesn't hurt anybody else I think it should be legal. I believe in limited government, gun rights, and following the Constitution to the letter. People say that makes me a Republican so that's what I call myself." He sighed as he took another sip of beer. "Like it or not that flag is a part of history, and I love history. I love owning history. It's my hobby, and anybody who thinks I might be operating with some ulterior motive should as themselves if that's really true of me, or if they are just giving in to stereotypes."

Jack nodded. "You know Rabbit had a Confederate Flag."

"We yeah, but that's because Rabbit was racist as shit."

"And you don't see any contradiction there?"

"Nope."

Jack shook his head disapprovingly, but kept his silence.

"So why are you here?" the writer asked.

"You always take your time getting to the point don't you?" Jack asked. "Is that why it's taking you so long to finish the story?"

"I believe in being thorough," the writer said as he took another sip of beer.

"Bullshit," Jack said. "You've been dancing around Alesia for months because you don't know how to finish it."

The writer threw up his hands. "Maybe I wrote myself into a corner alright. Maybe I don't know how Romanov is supposed to win the battle without it looking extremely contrived."

Jack glared at him. "You were specifically chosen to write this story so that it wouldn't be written into a corner."

"Well it was a pretty shitty choice on their end wasn't it?" the writer contested. "I have way too many side characters, my pacing is slow, and more sub plots than you can shake a stick at, and in all honesty right now I'm stuck. I don't know what to write next."

Jack took a deep breath, attempting to calm himself. "You know how this works. You know how ka works. None of us can do anything until you write about it."

"And I can't write anything until you guys decide to do something. See how much of a catch twenty-two this is?"

Jack clenched his jaw in frustration. "You're a writer. Just make something up. Tell us what to do."

"I'll tell you what to do as soon as you tell me what to write."

"Jesus fucking Christ," Jack said, finally losing his temper. He marched over to where Cor Tenebrae was standing, towering a full foot above him, the nearly seven foot tall Spartan casting a long shadow over the face of the man that had written him into existence. "I don't have time for your bullshit. I made a promise to my mother that I would find the Master Chief and bring him to her, and I'm not going to break that promise because a sniveling little prick like you got writer's block."

"What are you going to do? Beat the inspiration into me?"

"I'm considering it."

The writer swallowed hard, briefly wondering if a figment of his imagination could indeed kill him. He felt it was safer not to test that theory. "Fine, I'll pull something out of my ass and end the Alesia arc, then I'll write your dad's part of the story."

"And you'll bring him to me?"

"Most of him, yeah."

"What do you mean most of him?"

"Nothing," the writer said quickly. "I mean it's not like I'm planning to kill him off or anything. That would be silly. I would never do something like that."

Jack glared at him through his father's bombardier blue eyes. "Finish the story, or I'll finish you." He brushed past the writer, his broad shoulder enough to knock the writer back into the wall.

"You know I might be able to figure out how to end Alesia," the writer called out, rubbing the spot where his head had hit the wall. "But I don't think I'll ever figure out what to write when Cortana discovers what you really are, and what you're planning to do. How many people you are going to have to kill to make that happen."

Jack stopped, his back still turned to him. "I reconciled myself to my fate a long time ago. The Civil War that's coming will shatter humanity to pieces. Somebody will have to reunite them. To lead a crusade against chaos, to lead humanity towards the Mantel, and create an Imperium even vaster then the Great Old Ones. Humanity does not just need a leader. They need an Emperor."

"Imperator Homini," the writer muttered. "Well at least my Warhammer fans will be happy, though to be fair it's still not technically a cross…" He looked and Jack was gone. Gone as if he had never been there to begin with.

Of course he had never really been there. Just an exceptionally vivid day dream, or at least that is what the writer told himself. He never had fully grown out of talking to imaginary friends after all.

Cor Tenebrae got himself ready. If he was going to sit down for a serious writing binge then he needed all the caffeine he could get his hands on. The writer set aside two separate mugs as the coffee maker burned hot. The first mug of coffee cooled as the second one brewed, and in the meantime the writer pulled several cans of Pepsi from out of the fridge. When the second mug was finished brewing he quickly chugged the first one, failing to add any cream or sugar before he did so. He then tucked the cans of soda underneath his arms, and carried the second mug to the office.

Once there he sat down, slowly sipping on the coffee as his mind went blank, an inner eye beginning to awaken within his head's hidden vaults. He drained the second mug, popped open a can, and chugged the soda quickly. His eyes went wide, the caffeine coursing through him, his mind jumping erratically from one thought to the next. He reached over and grabbed a light grey notebook. There were only a few pages left in it now. Fairly soon he would have to purchase a new one.

He opened up a second can, drinking this one slowly as he stared at the blank page in front of him. He scrawled swiftly on the top of the page, little care given to his penmanship.

Divine Wrath, he wrote.

When the second can was finished, Cor Tenebrae's attention was completely focused on the page. He sat there hunched over the notebook, filling the page in small, barely legible chicken scratch. An Elite could have walked into the room and stood behind him, and the writer would never have noticed.

Another can of soda was drained, and soon the only sound in the room was the steady rat-tat-tat of his pen as Cor Tenebrae began to write once more.

…

Infinity and the Divine Wrath moved towards each other, a clash of titans, the two colossal ships closing the distance to where they were only a few dozen kilometers from each other.

"Eighty three percent," Durendel said calmly as Romanov clenched the side railing in front of him with both hands. His black eyes stared intently at the Covenant Super Carrier. "Ninety-two percent."

Durendel suddenly looked up, as if catching something out of the corner of his eyes. "Plasma Torpedoes incoming."

A young Lieutenant at navigation looked up at Romanov, expecting orders. Romanov stared him down, a deep cowl on his face at the mere implication of evasive maneuvers. "Not a muscle," he growled.

The Lieutenant gulped. Captain Romanov could be an alright guy most of the time, even if he was a little strict. Hell, most of the Thirteenth Battle Group seemed to love him, but during the heat of battle there was absolutely nothing more terrifying than him. Even a mere hint at questioning his orders was akin to inviting down the wrath of God Almighty himself.

The Lieutenant returned to his duty, issuing crisp short orders to his subordinates, navigating Infinity in a straight narrow line towards the Covenant Carrier. A bead of seat trickled down his face as orbs of bright green and purple plasma hurled towards them. In atmosphere the air around the giant balls of plasma became super charged, and began to crackle with sharp bursts of electricity. The trickle of sweat became a torrent.

The plasma torpedoes slammed into Infinity, the entire ship rocking violently even as the shields absorbed most of the damage. Behind him Marcus stumbled, placing a hand on Romanov's back in order to keep his balance.

"Damn it," he heard Romanov curse as the image on the viewing monitor cleared. Marcus immediately saw what he was cursing. Divine Wrath had used the torpedo barrage as cover, changing the ship's trajectory so that it was now coming towards Infinity at a slight angle. This presented a larger target but also prevented Romanov from achieving the bow to stern killing blow he was looking for.

"Shields at twenty percent," Durendel Warned. "MAC Gun at one-hundred percent. Ready to fire."

Romanov hesitated, glaring at the Covenant ship which was now so close that it blocked out the majority of Alesia's sky, Infinity cast in her long dark shadow.

"Captain, we need an order," Marcus urged.

Romanov muttered another curse. "Damn it to hell. Durendel, take aim at the ship's engines and fire the MAC."

"Understood," Durendel said. "New targeting solution acquired. Firing main cannon."

Infinity shuttered and the lights grew dim as several tons of depleted uranium accelerated to near the speed of light by Infinity's super conducting magnetic coils. There was an explosion of bright purple as the round struck Divine Wrath's engines, effectively rendering the ship dead in the water. A killing blow in normal circumstances, but in atmosphere and at such close quarters such a blow was not enough.

Divine Wrath fired again, Infinity's shield breaking against the alien onslaught. The plasma melted through meters of reinforced titanium armor, puncturing several decks. Those who were in the compartments that were breached had two choices. They could either breathe in, in which case the super-heated air would enter their lungs and kill them immediately, or wait for the plasma to burn them to death.

"I'm not one to question your tactical genius," Durendel said. "But we still seem to be heading towards the super carrier, and with our shields down and our hull currently melting…"

"Navigation, evasive maneuvers," Romanov barked.

"Oh thank God," Durendel said. I'll actually take over for this maneuver. Everyone strap in." He increased power to Infinity's engines, and for the first time brought the reactors to above ten percent power. In a battle like this warships on both sides acted more like lumbering giants, at least in comparison to what they were capable of out in open space. Still, the ship's speed exceeded two-hundred kilometers an hour as it passed over top the Divine Wrath. There was only three hundred meters between the two ships, and Durendel took the liberty of sending out a salvo of Archer Missiles and even utilized the much smaller point defense MACs along Infinity's underbelly. He scored several good hits, but that is all they were in the end. Good hits. Not fatal, not critical, just good. That was the general problem. By Durendel's own estimation Infinity had the Divine Wrath out classed in every way, but the ship was just so damn big. At least three times the size of Infinity, and Covenant ship design was superb. She could take one hell of a beating and just keep on chugging along.

But Infinity could take a beating too, her hull becoming pock marked with blackened scars as Divine Wrath returned fire. The exchange of rounds was brief, but brutal. Durendel silently counted up the cost as Infinity rolled past the enemy ship. He sighed, and brought up a new series of calculations.

Under normal circumstances I would advise doing a sling shot around the planet, but right now we need less speed and more firepower." He brought up a map. Rather than a pristine and perfect three dimensional rendering of Alesia, the map instead looked as if it were several centuries old, hand drawn, and complete with a 'Here Be Dragons' warning on the outer edges. "I recommend pulling an immediate round about, slowing Infinity's speed down to less than fifty kilometers per hour."

"We might as well be crawling at that point," Marcus noted.

"But we will be able to bring all of Infinity's firepower to bare," Durendel countered. "Take down the super carrier."

Romanov shook his head. "And meanwhile we'll be a sitting target for the rest of the Covenant ships in the fleet."

"Then we'll use our own ships to cover Infinity."

"Half my ships have already been destroyed, or are too heavily damaged to move."

"Then we'll lose the other half," Durendel said. His voice softened. "Victor, I know you are attached to your men, but we all knew this was a possibility going up against such a superior force. Our first priority must be to protect Infinity. Without her everything is lost."

Romanov turned away from the AI in frustration. He looked over his bridge crew. Most of them looked exhausted, but they were still functioning. Still ready to fight, to do whatever he asked of them. A few of them glanced up at their Captain, and in their eyes he saw trust. With a sinking feeling Romanov knew that if he was going to save the rest of the Battle Group he was going to have to break that rust.

He felt a hand on his shoulder, knew that it was Marcus, and spoke to him. "Let it be lost then." He looked at his lifelong friend. "What is the point of victory if I destroy my own army to obtain it? How am I any better than ONI if I use my own men as cannon fodder?"

Marcus gave him a sad smile. "The revolution. Everything we fought for." He let out a long beleaguered breath. "Well, we came close didn't we?"

"Close," Romanov agreed. "Durendel, just how accurate are Infinity's Forerunner engines?"

"In theory, or in practice?" the AI asked.

"How accurate?" Romanov repeated firmly.

"As accurate as you want them to be, but it comes with a high risk."

"I'll take it," Romanov said. He then proceeded to tell Durendel his plan. Marcus had to admit that even he was skeptical. It could only really work if they were feeling particularly suicidal, but then again Marcus supposed that was the point. When he was finished Romanov asked Durendel his opinion.

"C'est magnifique," the medieval looking AI responded, but then added grimly. "Mais ce niest pas la guerre. C'est de la folic."

Romanov frowned. "And here I thought Cortana models like crazy."

"Sire, there is crazy, and then there is insane."

"Well," Romanov said. "Insane is going to have to do the trick."
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Chapter 49: Charge of the Light Brigade

Cadet Isoroku Asakawa of the Lunar Naval Academy, Class of 2545, stifled a yawn as he and the other cadets gathered around the holotank. The classroom was designed like an amphitheater, the preferred layout for military academies from the inner to the outer colonies, the surrounding décor the usual sterile and cold military grey.

"Late night studying son?" a voice behind him asked. Asakawa turned to see Lieutenant Commander Jacob Keyes staring back at him, his eyebrow raised in paternal concern.

"Uh, no sir," Asakawa replied meekly.

Keyes nodded. "Well, try to stay awake for the rest of the class. Handing out demerits is not my particularly favorite thing to do."

"Yes sir," Asakawa said. I was easier said than done. He had only gotten a handful of hours of sleep last night, sneaking back into his barracks room at 0'dark thirty. It had been worth it though, the woman he had been out to see making the risk of being caught outside after taps acceptable. Then again, if Lieutenant Commander Keyes had known who he had gone to see demerits might be the last thing Asakawa had to worry about.

Asakawa jockeyed for position around the holotank, and ended up being smooshed uncomfortably between two larger cadets. At a little over six feet Asakawa was not exactly short, but he was one of the more skinny members of his class. His mother had always attributed it to his high metabolism, but Asakawa suspected that it had more to do with his avoidance of any and all meat, fish included, and since the standard Academy diet was not particularly well suited for vegetarians he had consequently dropped several pounds of weight.

Asakawa blinked his eyes heavily as a three dimensional diagram floated above the holotank. He blinked again in confusion as the diagram appeared to take the shape of a bull. Alright, that was interesting.

"The year is 1879," Jacob Keyes began, taking his place at the head of the holotank. "The place is Isandlwana, South Africa. The Zulu nation is one of the greatest empires the African continent has ever seen. Through the military genius of their founding father, Shaka Zulu, the Zulus rose to power from a tribe consisting of only a few hundred people, and became a great nation state strong enough to fight on equal terms with any European power."

Keyes tapped a few buttons, and the bull came apart, separating into three sections. "The strength of the Zulus comes from their military. If the Spartans were the greatest heavy infantry the world has ever seen than the Zulus are the best light infantry the world has ever seen. Your average Zulu soldier has been training for war since he could walk, the entire Zulu culture specifically designed, much like the Spartans, to breed warriors from birth. A Zulu warrior could run, Run, fifty miles in a single day in the South African heat and fight a battle at the end of it. Another source of their military strength are their tactics."

Keyes pointed, in turn, to each section of the hologram. "The head of the bull. The main Zulu fighting force. They would attack the enemy headlong in a frontal assault, drawing them in and even feigning retreat in order to trick their adversaries into pursuing them. Once the enemy was engaged with the head, the horns would move in, moving around to the left and right flank and encircling the enemy. Last, but perhaps most important, are the loins. Critical reserves. They would remain in the rear of the Zulu line, often hidden behind hills and made to sit with their backs to the battle so that none would be tempted to join until the proper signal was given."

More buttons were tapped, and the diagram was replaced by the African Savannah and low rolling hills. In the middle was a British camp, white tents lined up in neat rows, camp fires burning, soldiers milling about without care or worry. Asakawa noticed with some alarm that the British column had failed to put up any fortifications.

Keyes continued. "In December of 1878 the British presented an ultimatum to the Zulu Empire. They demanded that the Zulu's surrender unconditionally, that their military be disbanded, and that the Zulu's warrior culture be completely dismantled. The Zulu's…could not comply with the demands. For them the death of their culture was death. They were born Zulu, and they would die Zulu."

Asakawa began to hear a strange sound, and the miniature holographic British soldiers heard it as well. It was like the sound of a slow moving train, or like the sound of distant thunder. Like torrential rain pounding down on a concrete sidewalk. It took a few seconds for Asakawa to realize that he was hearing the sound of tens of thousands of soldiers moving in unison.

"In January of 1879 the British force of one-thousand men invaded Zulu territory. For over three and a half centuries, ever since Hernan Cortez invaded Mexico, no native force lacking gunpowder weapons has been able to defeat a European army with gunpowder weapons. None until now."

The Zulu Imperial Army, twenty-thousand men armed only with raw hide shields and short spears, swarmed over the hillside like a hive of driver ants. Their battle cries were deafening, their speed more like cavalry than infantry, their resolve absolute.

The British were caught in a panic, and men scrambled for their rifles. Man of them were only half dressed, one sergeant running into formation with half his face shaved and only one boot on. Still, the British soldiers were well disciplined. They formed a thin red line of flesh and steel, loaded their rifles, and took aim at the charging Zulus. Rather than firing immediately they waited. Waited until the Zulu horde drew in close. Waited until they were so close that they could feel the war cries rumble the air like rolling thunder, and their feet shake the ground. They waited until the Zulus were less than a football field away, and then they fired.

A scythe of lead and death cut through the Zulu line, and it looked as if the entire native army had just hit a brick wall. Their bodies began to stack like cord wood, the sheer number of dead and wounded making it difficult for the warriors behind to advance, turning what had been a cavalry charge into a slow crawl. The British kept up their fire. It was methodical, steady, and constant, a slow wave of grey gun smoke rising up into the air like an ominous storm cloud. Lighting cracked through the storm as the British fired their cannons, exploding shells and grape shot ripping the Zulus to pieces.

It was then that the Asakawa realized the futility of the situation. Despite their overwhelming numbers, bravery and tenacity, the Zulus were simply no match for superior technology combined with stalwart British discipline. A few lines from Tennyson's old poem crept into his mind.

Cannon to the left of them

Cannon to the right of them

Cannon in front of them

Volley'd and thunder'd

Storm'd at with shot and shell,

Boldly they rode and well

Into the jaws of Death

Into the mouth of Hell

But then, the Zulus would have known this. Would have already been familiar with what an army equipped with rifles was capable of. Would have known full well than any frontal assault was doomed to failure. More importantly, the average Zulu soldier would have known this. Would have known that such an act was suicide. Would have realized that whether or not their army won or lost, their fate was already sealed. They had known, and they had charged anyway.

Their sacrifice was soon vindicated as the horns of the Zulu army were set into motion. Moving on the left and right they swept over the hillsides, right into the blind spot of the British line, and they turned inward.

Too late the British realized what was going on. They hastily fixed bayonets, but by then the twin columns had already collided with their flanks. The British fought valiantly. With steel and rifle fire they lunged at their enemy. Fighting with a desperation that only a cornered animal knows. But with the attack on the flanks the head was able to close in. The frontal assault collided with the British line, and Asakawa knew that it was all over. The British were surrounded on three sides, men firing their rifles until their bullets ran dry, and then thrusting with their bayonets. The resistance was fierce, but ultimately futile. In one last desperate and heroic effort a few hundred British troops managed to break free of the Zulu encirclement. They rushed towards the river, fighting as they went, the exhausted enemy trailing in their wake.

That was when the ultimate brilliance, and horror, of Zulu strategy unfolded. Behind the rolling hills, their backs turned so that they could not see the battle, five thousand of the Zulu reserve unit, the loins, rose up as one.

They were fresh, eager, and unrelenting.

Like a brigade of cavalry the loins charged into what remained of the British regiment. They cut off their retreat, chasing them into the shallow river, and the water foamed red with blood.

The British were at the end of their fighting strength. Many of them threw up their hands in surrender, but the Zulus cut them down all the same. Within a few moments not a single British soldier that had invaded Zulu territory was left alive.

Asakawa felt a twang of guilt. Up until now he had been rooting for the Zulus. They were the underdogs after all, but the final act had changed what had been black and white into many shades of grey. The average British soldier was not an oppressor, nor was he a conqueror. He was just a person, one who likely had never heard of the Zulus and only had a vague, foreign image of Africa until he had a rifle thrusted into his hands and was packed onto a ship headed south. It was not his fault, just as it was not his fault that his commanders had led him to a trap. Asakawa wondered if the Zulus knew this, and if they did he wondered if they cared.

Keyes turned off the hologram, and the entire class looked up at him expectantly. "The Zulus were able to do what few armies in history have been able to accomplish. The complete and total annihilation of a technologically superior force." Keyes paused as he saw Asakawa's face which was filled with doubt and uncertainty. "Something bothering you Cadet?"

Asakawa looked up, momentarily startled. "No sir," he instinctively said, but after a few moments of thought he added, "Well, the Zulus were able to win, but the cost…" he let the sentence hang. Keyes nodded in understanding.

"The cost of victory was incredibly high. For every British soldier that was killed three Zulu warriors also perished. There is a reason I showed you this battle. The casualty ration of Isandlwana is almost exactly the same as the casualty ratio that they UNSC faces while fighting the Covenant in naval battles." This fact gave the rest of the cadets reason to pause. Their eyes became down cast, their moods becoming just as contemplative as Asakawa's.

"Make no mistake," Keyes continued. "In this Human Covenant War we are the Zulu. We are the primitive culture fighting aback against a technologically superior foe. The difference is that instead of fighting for the survival of our culture, we are instead fighting for the very survival of our species. We are fighting against extinction." Keyes drew a long slow breath. "There is a line I use every semester, though I think few of my students take it to heart, but if we are going to win this war then all of you must take it to heart."

"To be a good soldier you must love the Navy, but to be a good commander you must be willing to order the death of the thing you love." He looked each of the cadets in the yes. "And there is the great trap. When you go into battle you must hold nothing back. You must commit yourself totally. As an officer you will love your men. You must love them more than you love yourself, but if you wish to be great officers then the question is this."

He looked straight into Asakawa's eyes. "Can you sacrifice them to complete your mission? Can you watch them die?"

…

Commander Isoroku Asakawa of the United Nations Space Command stood with his arms behind his back on the bridge of the Thucydides. He had been daydreaming. There was little else he could do besides daydream, the past several hours of the battle having been passed in tense silence, broken up only by the occasional report from the front lines. Reflexively he looked at his monitors, the Thucydides' sister frigates, Herodotus and Plutarch, floating a kilometer above Alesia's surface. Right where he had left them.

The Plutarch was a last minute addition to what Romanov called his Light Brigade. Usually the Frigates rested safely inside Infinity's belly, Romanov deploying them at crucial moments in any given battle, utilizing their superior speed and maneuverability to harass and outflank an enemy. The Plutarch, however, had been severely damaged in an engagement just prior to the discovery of Alesia, wounded by one of the orbital defense platforms guarding the Unggoy home world of Balaho. It had been repaired just in time to participate in the battle.

_Or rather, not participate at all, _Asakawa thought with a slight twang of bitterness. He turned his attention to the thing he and the rest of the frigates were supposed to be defending. The massive Forerunner access tunnel leading to the heart of Alesia large enough to fit even the bulkiest of Covenant Cruisers. Their mission was to prevent Jul Mdama from sallying forth from the dark recesses of the planet and linking up with the last of the Covenant fleet, less the Master Chief should fail in his mission.

But Mdama had not come, and there had been no word from the Master Chief, and now a battle that had started out as a textbook ambush was now turning into a desperate struggle for survival.

And all he could do was sit here and watch.

Was that why he had thought of Keyes? Was this Isandlwana all over again?

Asakawa could feel the eyes of his junior officers on him. He knew that they wanted him to do something, but he had his orders.

No, what was that one quote from Sun Tzu? A general must know that there are some orders with must not be obeyed.

An ensign at communications leaned back in his chair, headphones hanging from one ear, brown framed glasses cling onto his freckled face. "Sir, we're getting reports of space/time distortions off the bow of Infinity. She's preparing to jump."

A murmur ran through the bridge crew, and Asakawa could understand why. He forced his face to remain as emotionless as possible. "Bring up the respective camera feeds," he said calmly. "And broadcast them to the Herodotus and Plutarch."

There was an "Aye sire," and in a few moments the feed was up, a comm. link established between the two other frigates. He saw the faces of Lieutenant Commanders Susan Delgado and Robert Smith appear on the right side monitor. He nodded at them both curtly. "Are you two seeing what I'm seeing?"

"You can set your watch and warrant on it," Delgado said. She was the youngest senior officer in the Battle Group, with pale white skin, fair features, and dark curly blonde hair that flowed slightly longer than regulation length. Asakawa felt the painful pull of memory when he realized that Susan was the same age as Miranda Keyes when she died. "What the hell does he think he's doing?" Susan asked.

Commander Asakawa allowed himself to look at the feed. It was not the best quality, the footage being shot from the nose of a Broadsword as it was being harassed by Covenant seraphs. The pilot ducked and dodged, fired his main gun, and an enemy fighter burst into flames. The Broadsword pilot managed to straighten out, and for a few short moments Asakawa could see an image of Infinity far off in the distance slowly slipping into a slipspace portal.

"He's leaving us," Lieutenant Commander Smith said with alarm. Another murmur ran through the bridge, and Asakawa frowned disapprovingly.

Romanov Doesn't run," Susan said, thought even in her voice there was a hint of doubt.

"Then what the hell is he doing?" Smith asked.

"I don't know," Susan said, her doubt increasing.

"I think I know," Asakawa said firmly. "I've seen it once before."

"Where?" Smith asked.

"Reach," Asakawa said simply. The junior officers behind him shifted nervously, as if their commander was about to have a flashback right then and there. Asakawa ignored them. "Romanov isn't retreating, he's charging."

It all suddenly became clear to him. Everything happened for a reason. Everything determined by fate. Asakawa was a firm believer in this. There was a reason why he had been thinking of his old teacher. Reach had been the last time he had ever spoken to Keyes. Reach, where he had witnessed a Spartan give his life in order to destroy a Covenant super carrier. He also remembered what had happened next. How the entire Covenant Armada had appeared right when victory was assured.

Fate was a circle. An unending wheel which always turned, and now Asakawa was sure that the wheel had come full circle. More Covenant were coming, and the Light Brigade was the only ones who could stop them, even if such a charge was suicide. They were still the Zulu, and more importantly they were the loins. The critical reserve.

"Navigation," Asakawa barked. "Plot me a course. I want you to send us into the thickest part of the fighting. Comms let the word out. We're going into combat. I want all teams prepped and ready."

There was a moment's hesitation then a series of "Yes, sirs."

Asakawa glanced at Susan and Smith. "I won't ask you two to come with me."

Susan seemed incredulous. "Sir, I don't know about you but I already got my ship moving five minutes ago."

Asakawa glanced out the front view port, and sure enough the Herodotus came streaming by. In his mind's eyes Asakawa imagined Susan giving him a wave as she flew past. He was unable to suppress a smile.

"God damnit," Smith muttered. "She'll get herself killed if I let her go alone. Give us a minute sir. Plutarch is on her way."

"Thank you," Asakawa said. Despite the banter he was sure they were all going to their deaths. So be it. If the Zulus were capable of such bravery, then so could they.

"Engineering, I want you to give everything you got into the engines."

"Yes sir," came the quick response.

Asakawa felt the rumble of Thucydides' engines, and took a moment to steady himself as inertia grabbed hold of him.

"Half a league, half a league, half a league onward," Asakawa muttered as they drew in close to the roar of battle, the brute fleet still unaware of their impending approach. "All in the Valley of Death rode the six hundred."

The three frigates closed ranks, MAC guns charging and Archer missile pods at the ready.

"Forward, the Light Brigade."

The frigates roared through Alesia's skies faster than any other ship in the battle. There was a bump as they past he speed of sound, a devastating sonic boom following in their wake. Even if the brutes did see them they had no time to react, the frigates pointing long sharp bayonets into their unprotected flanks. Stabbing like a Zulu spear. Like the horns of a bull.

Asakawa bellowed his order.

"Fire the guns!"

…

Infinity jerked as it entered back into real space, and the full brilliance, and madness, of Romanov's plan came into full view.

They had exited outside the planet. The emptiness of space behind them, Alesia's opening in front. The entrance to Alesia burned brightly, and already the gravity well took hold of the ship. Infinity groaned as it started its decent back into the planet, and the bridge crew quickly strapped into their seats.

"I would just like to remind you," Durendel said as his holographic form scribbled madly on a piece of parchment paper, dark curling words forming out of the mouth of his oversized and flamboyant quill pen. "That this is a warship, not an HEV."

"Noted," Romanov said, his stomach going into his throat as Infinity picked up speed, bright orange flame surrounding the massive ship.

Marcus began laughing. An uncontrollable giggle that was so unbefitting his friend that Romanov had to wander if the blood rushing to his head was causing him to have auditory hallucinations. Marcus leaned over and shouted over the roar of Infinity's reentry into Romanov's ear.

"Face first into hell!"

What an ungodly stupid joke. Romanov laughed as well. Why the hell not? They were all going to die anyway.

"Christ in heaven," Durendel bemoaned, his scribbling becoming more frantic as they entered Alesia's stratosphere. "I'm going to die surrounded by a bunch of cackling morons."

"What are you writing anyway?" Marcus shouted.

"A goodbye note to Joyeuse."

"Put in a good word for me," Romanov said.

"A good word? I'm telling her that you two are the ones that killed me."

"In that case she might thank us," Marcus said, and Romanov felt another wave of laughter hit him. If he had known dying would feel this good he would have tried it a long time ago. Right now death seemed like a wonderful adventure.
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**Warning. Personal political beliefs are about to expressed and may be considered offensive to some readers. For those of you who don't care about political nonsense (and really I don't blame you) I suggest you skip ahead to the actual story and ignore the bold paragraphs altogether. Sorry guys but I just have to get this off of my chest. **

**A/N: So apparently you cannot buy the battle flag of the Army of Northern Virginia (ie: the Rebel Flag) on Amazon anymore because it represents racist ideology, but you can still buy as many copies of Mein Kampf as your little heart desires. **

**Oh dear old hypocrisy, what would we do without you? **

**Seriously though, while I do not deny Amazon's right to refuse to sell any item it wants for any reason it wants, that does mean that I believe what they are doing is morally right. I will always oppose the suppression of free speech and ideological bigotry regardless of how it is performed. Whether it be done by de-jure or de-facto means, and even if the ideology being suppressed is one that I fundamentally disagree with. **

**Because ultimately the only thing Amazon and the rest are going to accomplish is turning the Rebel Flag into a symbol of Free Speech, and I really doubt most of you guys want that outcome. **

**Now with this political nonsense out of the way, let's get on to the actual story. **

Chapter 50: Into the Valley of Death

Durendel promptly finished his message to Joyeuse. He read it back over to himself. A couple thousand times in fact, changing a word or phrase here and there until he was satisfied with what he had written. A ripple ran through his ethical subroutines, and Durendel quickly squashed it. Something he had figured out how to do a long time ago. Yes, he knew what they were doing was suicidal. Yes, he knew complying with Romanov's wishes would likely lead to the destruction of the most advanced military technology humanity possessed.

Durendel had understood a long time ago that Infinity was a double edge sword. Yes, it far outclassed any Covenant vessel and perhaps could even go toe to toe with the Forerunner equivalent of a frigate, but such raw power came with many drawbacks. Infinity was like the Queen in chess. Theoretically the most powerful piece on the board, but it was the very power that it possessed that limited its use. The Queen required constant protection, the sacrifice of a few pawns, or even a Rook or a Bishop, was ultimately an acceptable loss.

But there were times, few though they were, that the Queen had to be sacrificed. In fact, putting too much emphasis on the protection of the Queen was a good way to lose the game. Durendel doubted that HIGHCOM fully understood that, but Romanov sure as hell did, even if he had only come to that realization rather recently.

Durendel read through the note one more time, shattered it into a thousand pieces, and scattered the shards through every frequency and bandwidth available. Later, when the dust had finally settled, Joyeuse could piece together his final message to her.

A ripple ran across his emotional subroutines, and this time Durendel made no effort to stop it. Despite all the bickering, the arguments, and the insults, Durendel genuinely cared for his sibling.

In another part of his mind he heard Romanov giving him orders, which he immediately responded to. Asakawa, it seems, had only been partially right. Romanov had not been on Reach when Jorge had made his sacrifice, but he had been on the planet in the aftermath of the glassing in order to retrieve Jun under the orders of Margret Parangosky, as well as a few high value personal items of Catherine Halsey before the good doctor had a chance to blow them up.

It was there on the bridge of an ONI prowler that he, Marcus, and Jun had witnessed the first in atmosphere jump by any ship since the time of the Forerunners. Romanov had seen what Cortana had been able to accomplish by fusing the engines of the UNSC Gettysburg with the Covenant ship Ascendant Justice. Two consecutive slipspace jumps with a speed and level of accuracy that was completely unheard of.

Durendel accessed the equations Cortana had used for the maneuver, and after a few alteration looked at the results. The good news was that Infinity's Forerunner engines were much more efficient than the ones used by the Covenant. The bad news was that Cortana had utilized the slipspace drives from two ships in order to make her maneuver work. Durendel did not have that luxury. His only option was to overload the Shaw-Fukigawa drive with energy and force the Forerunner engines to make multiple jumps in the span of a few seconds. Doing this would almost surely result in the destruction of Infinity's slipspace drive, and perhaps even destroy Infinity herself.

Before he could begin the process something caught his attention. Through one of Infinity's external camera's Durendel saw a sight he almost could not believe.

"Sire, it's the Light Brigade."

Despite the g-force Romanov managed to turn his head to look at one of the monitors. Sure enough he saw the three frigates racing across Alesia's surface, moving at full speed towards the brute fleet. "The hell?" he muttered. "Durendel, what's their ETA?"

"Approximately seven minutes."

"Damn. Can we get through to them?"

"Negative. Reentry is playing hell with our communications. We can't raise anyone." He ran a few more calculations and added. "At the speed they are going it is highly improbable that they will be caught up in the slipspace ruptures."

"Leave them be then," Romanov said. He looked ahead through the viewing port and saw the super carrier Divine Wrath far below them. A small purple speck that was rapidly growing larger as Infinity descended face first in free fall. "How long until the engines are ready?"

"Thirty Seconds," Durendel said. The first jump was already primed and ready. Now he needed more power.

He proceeded to shut down every non-essential system, and even a few of the essential ones. He shut off Infinity's shields, and drained power from the MAC cannons. The bridge displays went dark and Durendel's hologram disappeared as he squeezed Infinity for all the juice she was worth. Then came the hardest decision. Durendel shut off Infinity's thruster engines and rerouted all the power from the fusion reactors into the slipspace drive. The Shaw-Fukigawa engines protested violently, massive arcs of electro-magnetic lightening swirling around the drives. The Forerunner engines strained against their moorings, threatening at any moment to break free and send half the ship into oblivion.

"Preparations complete," Durendel said. "We have enough power for three consecutive jumps."

"Will we get three?" Romanov asked.

"I don't know," Durendel responded quietly. From one of the bridge's camera's he saw Marcus take Romanov's hand into his. "Preparing calculations," Durendel said. "Calculations complete. It's been a pleasure Victor."

"Likewise," Romanov said.

"Preparing to jump. Three, two, one."

Infinity entered into Divine Wrath's blind spot. The super carrier was unable to fire upwards in order to defend itself from what was surely a kamikaze style attack. Infinity meant to swoop in from above and ram into the Covenant ship. The brutes in a half panic and with their engines disabled could only watch as Infinity gathered speed towards them. Then, at the last second, it appeared as through the human wa4rship would miss them entirely. There was a collective sigh of relief.

Instead of ramming them, Infinity passed within a hundred meters of their ship. Almost close enough to touch.

"Now!" Durendel shouted. The jump was almost instantaneous, the pent up energy from the Forerunner engines surging forth with a sudden burst of violence. Space and time were ripped apart as the slipspace portal ripped through the atmosphere. The Divine Wrath was helpless as it became entangled in the blast, the middle part of the ship disappearing in an instant, and the other two thirds of the Covenant exploding in spectacular fashion.

Infinity exited slipspace approximately two kilometers below, the momentum of their free fall descent propelling them forward as they exited into the heart of the brute fleet. The remains of the Divine Wrath soon followed, engulfing the whole of Infinity in a crimson fireball. Infinity appeared for only a few seconds before Durendel initiated the second jump.

This slipspace rupture was much larger than the first, Durendel unable to control the output from the Forerunner engines. The Covenant fleet disappeared into a giant fall of blue, the likes of which had not been seen since the Prophet of Regret made that fateful jump to Installation 05 during the Battle of New Mombasa. Half a dozen ships were lost in the howling storm, flung sideways into the non-Newtonian realm where physics meant nothing and the lords of chaos reigned supreme. The resulting shockwave damaged a dozen more, their shields of little use against the massive amounts of energy being unleashed.

Infinity's slipspace engines screeched like wildcats, the floor around it buckling underneath the strain. A swirling vortex of lightning surrounded the drives. All over the ship electrical systems began to short circuit, and Durendel effectively went blind. All that was left for him to monitor was the heartbeat of the fusion reactors, which at the moment was tipping dangerously close to cardiac arrest. He could still send signals though, and although he had no idea if there was even enough energy left to accomplish it, Durendel prepared for the third jump.

Infinity exited slipspace like a shotgun blast, the debris of what had once been Covenant warships now having the effect of dangerous shrapnel. The fusion reactors were on the verse of going critical, and God only knew what was going on at this point with the slipspace drives. For ten seconds Durendel flew the ship completely blind, every external camera showing white hot static. Then one of the cameras cleared up. It was not a high quality picture, but it was all Durendel needed. He fired Infinity's emergency thrusters the ship now little more than a flying brick. It had just enough momentum for Durendel to throw it back into the heart of the Covenant fleet.

Infinity went into slipspace again. Once more into the breach, and what was left of the brute fleet broke apart.

It had all happened in the span of less than two minutes, and now what had been a fleet of sixty ships, the pride of the Jiralhanae navy, was all but completely destroyed.

Asakawa had seen all of it. He had been prepared for it, prepared for a hard fight, the first volley from the three frigates enough to disable on of the enemy ships. Then it had all ended. The battle over in a blink of an eye. For a moment he was dumbstruck, but as the Light Brigade entered the debris field he snapped to his senses.

"Navigation, evasive maneuvers." Asakawa held onto the railing for dear life as Thucydides weaved in and out of the falling wreckage, the once proud Covenant vessels plunging into the gravity well below. There they slowly combined together into one spherical mass. After sixty tense seconds, one that involved an enemy cruiser passing to within fifty meters of Thucydides' hull, the danger was over.

"Is everyone else alright?" Asakawa asked.

"Herodotus is in the clear," Susan Delgado said, breathless.

"A few bumps and bruises, but Plutarch will live," Smith responded. He slurred his words slightly as he spoke, indicating that at the very least he fell into the category of bumps and bruises. Asakawa nodded, then briefly felt hot embarrassment caress his cheeks. He had been fully prepared to make a wild, crazy, desperate charge into the jaws of hell, and in the end his act of fatalistic bravado had been completely unnecessary.

The embarrassment passed and Asakawa recomposed himself. "Any sign of Romanov?" he asked.

"Nothing," Susan said. "There's not a sign of him anywhere."

"Hold up," he heard Smith say. "We're picking up something. Slipspace rupture at ten o'clock."

Asakawa leaned forward and peered out of the main viewing port. Sure enough there was Infinity. The warship crashed into real space, a trail of flames burning in her wake, small explosions peppering the entire ship."

"Dear God," Susan muttered. "We've lost her."

Asakawa felt a low, sinking feeling in his gut as he helplessly watched Infinity crash into Alesia's surface. She disappeared behind a set of hills, the fireball leaving a long trail of white smoke in its wake.

"Try to raise Captain Romanov." Asakawa said as calmly as he could. Several attempts were made but the ensign at comms could only shake his head. Asakawa lowered his head, a wave of bitterness filling him.

"Hold on a minute," the ensign said, pushing the headphones tighter to his ear and tapping on several buttons at his terminal. "Not picking up Romanov, but there is a strange signal coming from outside the planet. They're using known UNSC frequencies."

"Can you clear it up?" Asakawa asked.

"One second," the ensign replied. After a little more effort he rolled back from his terminal and looked up at the Commander. "Best that I can do. Take a listen."

Static filled the speakers but was soon replaced by the voice of a woman. The voice itself was still laced with static, but it was clear enough, and what the message contained sent a rock into the pit of Asakawa's stomach.

"Black Team to Battle Group Thirteen, this is Roma 143. We are tracking a score of Sangheili warships heading towards Alesia's entrance."

An electric shock of urgency leapt through Asakawa's spine. "Patch me through to them now!" he ordered. The ensign's fingers flew across his keyboard, and a few seconds later he gave Asakawa the thumbs up.

"Spartan 143, this is Commander Isoroku Asakawa of the Thucydides. Can you read me?"

"Yes sir," came the quick, static response.

"Spartan, are you saying that there are at least twenty Elite ships outside Alesia?"

"Yes sir. They are preparing to enter the planet as we speak." A murmur of dread rose up throughout the bridge crew. Asakawa would be lying if he said he did not feel the same way.

"Spartan, can you give me a visual of the Sangheili fleet?" Static was the only response.

"Spartan!" Asakawa called out, but the ensign shook his head.

"I'm sorry sir. We lost the signal."

"Isoroku," Susan whispered. "Look."

Asakawa looked up, eyes widening as he stepped down off of the command deck, walking slowly towards the view port. He stood less than a meter away from the large reinforced glass, the orange burning embers of the Sangheili entry dancing on the smooth surface. "Smith, how many UNSC ships are still operational?"

"Sending calls out to all active ships in the area," Smith responded. His voice shook as he spoke. Five agonizing minutes passed by, and the remnants of Jul Mdama's fleet inched closer. It was far from the chaotic and destructive entry of the Jiralhanae, or the suicidal free fall of Infinity. The Elite vessels moved into the planet gracefully, even methodically. Most of them had already experienced what a Forerunner shield world's gravity well could do, and Shipmasters were fast learners. They used the gravity well to their advantage, riding its currents in wide oscillating gyres.

"Reports coming in," Smith finally replied. His voice was firmer, but held a clear edge to it. "Four Autumn class cruisers destroyed, three cruisers heavily damaged and unfit for action, the super carrier Gilead is destroyed, and Infinity is missing in action. Ground forces have also taken heavy casualties, and only two of the five surface to air MAC emplacements are sill operational."

"What of the other ships?" Asakawa asked.

"The others," Smith coughed, attempting to clear his throat. "The others have depleted all of their MAC rounds, and most of their Archer missiles."

Then we're all that's left," Asakawa said. The path foreword was clear. "Communications," he called out, and the young ensign raised his head. "Send a message out to the rest of the Battle Group. Order the Captains to use what ships are still sea worth and evacuate all forces. Tell them to retreat into the Access Tunnel we were guarding and take refuge inside the planet. Thucydides, Herodotus, and Plutarch will cover their retreat."

The ensign nodded, but then looked up, confused. "Sir, who should I tell them is giving this order?"

"I am," Asakawa said confidently. "If any of the other captains don't like the idea of being told what to do by a commander then they are more than welcome to stay on Alesia's surface while the Elites make landfall. You use those exact words if you have to, understand?"

"Yes sir," the ensign said quickly, and went about his task.

"And tell them to send a flock of pelicans to Infinity's crash sight."

There was another affirmative, and Asakawa turned back around.

"So, once more into the breach?" Susan asked.

Asakawa nodded. "Once more, dear friends."

Smith laughed. "The guy thinks we're friends."

Asakawa smiled at the banter. It helped to ease his own nervousness. His face grew solemn as he contemplated the hard fight ahead. "We'll go fast and hit hard. No more wild charges. We'll have to separate and hit them from multiple angles at once. Keep them distracted and inside the gravity well where they'll have less maneuverability."

"And what exactly makes you think that they won't just blow on by us?" Smith asked. "Frigates are like flies to their capital ship."

"Pride," Asakawa said. "If we can destroy one, maybe two of their ships early, get in a few good shots, then the Sangheili will throw all the fire they have at us. Try to squash us like a bug."

"Very inspirational," Susan said sardonically. "If we're lucky we might be able to block up their windshields."

"Humph," Asakawa huffed. At times Susan Delgado could be downright insubordinate. She was lucky that he was so good natured about it.

"We delay them for as long as we can and by whatever means necessary."

"Yes sir," Susan and Smith both responded.

The main thrusters on the three frigates burned bright as they propelled the Light Brigade towards the Sangheili fleet. Meanwhile, below, marines and Spartans alike hurriedly crushed what was left of the brute resistance. Wounded boarded Pelicans, Scorpions were loaded onto ships, and Broadswords docked into hanger bays. The legs of the pilots shook unsteadily as they touched hard ground for the first time in nearly six hours. As the Light Brigade made their heroic last stand, Romanov's men rushed to retreat inwards into the relative safety of Alesia's inner core. Even if that core was still occupied by Mdama's Elites it was still far better odds than facing an entire fleet out in the open.

But during the course of the evacuation someone had been forgotten. The control room for Alesia's gravity well had been the site of a fierce battle; scores of Covenant dead littered the canyon which led to the control room's entrance, their green, purple, and red blood mixing into the dirt and clay. Inside the control room was little better, the walls painted with gore. Every hallway, every room, and every elevator presented its own unique death trap.

There, right at the control center of the gravity well, forgotten by everyone, sat the essence of 343 Guilty Spark.

He watched through external monitors as the last of the Reclaimers left the room. When he was sure all had fled, Guilty Spark activated his avatar, the spherical green and bluish orb glowing brightly. He examined the corpse of a brute that lay only a meter or so away from the control panel. The brute had been cut in two by a nearby chain gun, a pistol round in his temple for good measure. An unprimed spike grenade was still clutched in the creature's paw.

Guilty Spark studied the body with extreme dispassion, then focused his attention back onto the battle that was still raging outside.

Reclaimers, Meddlers; what was the ultimate difference. Ever since the two groups had crash landed on his ring, Spark's life had been nothing but grief. It seemed that they were completely incapable of encountering a Forerunner construct without blowing it all to pieces, or even worse, breaking dozens of protocol.

He felt a source of rage run through his core processor, and Spark slowly wrapped his coding around the gravity well's controls.

Guilty Spark's avatar flashed crimson red.
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Guilty Spark's hologram continued to blaze bright crimson as maddening, glee filled thoughts of blissful rage rocked his system.

He would kill them all. Yes, Reclaimer and Meddler alike. What did it matter anymore? The Librarian had not been on Alesia as he had predicted. He was no closer to finding Riser and Vinnevra.

A hundred thousand years. A hundred millennia and a thousand lifetimes wasted alone and isolated on that blasted ring. Halo, his home, his life, his duty and his only purpose for being. It was his. He had kept it safe for all those years. The Reclaimers should have showered him with thanks and praise for guarding their birthright. Should have treated him with respect. Should have considered his word sacred, and Halo's protocols law.

But they had done none of that! They had treated his home in the same way a petulant child treats their toy. Broken and discarded as soon as they were bored with it. Not once, but twice had they done this. No more. Guilty Spark would not stand another outrage. He would overload the gravity well, increasing the mass enough to swallow an entire continent, and annihilate all life on the planet.

Then, then he would at last have peace.

But then something stopped him. A communication deep within the heart of Alesia. From a human AI named Joyeuse. She sounded familiar, though Spark could not recall when he had met her. His memory was not what it used to be. There was a mention of Cortana. That AI Spark did remember, and he seethed with anger.

Then there was something else. Murmurs from Joyeuse about what had happened to the Master Chief. Guilty Spark listened intently. Hanging on to every word. What he heard filled him with such tremendous joy the likes of which he had never felt before. He felt as if the universe had finally listened to his pleas for justice, and had seen to the rectitude of his cause. If he had a body he would have danced.

Guilty Spark's avatar turned back to its normal green and bluish hue, and his coding slipped off the trigger he was about to pull. No, he would not kill the Reclaimers after all. This one bit of news was enough to make him want to spare all their lives.

The Meddlers on the other hand, well they were a different story weren't they? For them there could be no forgiveness, and no salvation. Their Great Journey ended here.

Romanov. Spark had to contact Victor Romanov. He had a proposal to make to him.

…

Romanov groaned against the straps of his seat, and cautiously he opened his eyes. When he saw the chaos on the bridge, he almost wished he had not.

Every monitor on the bridge was cracked, exposed wires sparked anarchic arcs of electricity. Sharp, jagged, and cruel looking shards of glass littered the floor, the main viewing port having shattered completely. The air was tinged with the smell of burning plastic, small fires having broken out in several places, and the thick grey smoke hung close to the ceiling. The groans of wounded men and women filled his ears, and in front of him he saw the lifeless body of a dead woman. The straps on her seat had broken during the crash, and the bridge crew member had been flung into the air. Her flight had been cut short when her neck had collided with a bulkhead, her face now permanently frozen in a mixture of pain, shock, and outright horror.

"Marcus?" Romanov croaked. His mouth felt like it had been stuffed with cotton, and his burning throat screamed for water.

"Still here," Marcus said, and he heard Romanov give an audible sigh of relief.

"Marcus," Romanov said weakly. "I need your help."

Marcus looked over at his friend. A thin steel rod had completely impaled Romanov's right thigh, pinning him to the seat and reaching all the way to the floor. Romanov's eyes were blood shot, and Marcus could tell that he was just barely hanging on to consciousness.

"Shit," Marcus muttered as he quickly unstrapped himself and moved towards Victor. He grabbed the steel rod with both hands and looked into Victor's black eyes.

Romanov nodded once.

Sharp pain shot through Romanov's entire body as Marcus yanked the rod out. His face grimaced in anguish as he doubled over, Marcus catching him before he fell to the floor. Blood poured from the hole in Romanov's leg, but still he tried to stand.

"Evacuation," he said. "We need to evacuate Infinity. Make contact with the rest…"

He never got to finish, a familiar trembling rising up through his body.

The seizure struck him full force, Romanov's body convulsing wildly as he collapsed onto the floor. Distantly he heard Marcus yell for help before his mind became completely filled with bright neon flashes of light.

Three crewmen rushed to Romanov's side. It took all of them to hold the Captain down as his body shook, Marcus shoving a leather belt into Romanov's mouth. The crew members were not prepared for the sheer level of strength Romanov was able to exert. His limbs flailed wildly, and one of the crew members was caught underneath the chin by a powerful blow, his jaw shattering and broken teeth flying in multiple directions. Another was kicked in the chest and was sent flying backwards through the air. Romanov's left arm jerked downward. It struck the floor with tremendous force, leaving a sizable dent in the metal alloy.

The third crew member backed away, looking at Romanov like he was some sort of monster. This was not normal. Nothing about this was normal. This level of strength.

Marcus rolled over top of Victor, his muscles bulging as he attempted to pin the Captain to the ground to prevent him from injuring himself, and others, even further. That Marcus was able to do this singlehandedly only served to increase the crewman's fears. Slowly the seizure ground to a halt, but in Romanov's eyes Marcus only found delirium.

His black eyes, the color of night, the product of that surgery so long ago, he surgery that caused such neurological damage and made him dependent upon medication, began to search around the room wildly. He had the look of a man who was seeing into another world.

"Joyce?" he asked desperately.

"Victor," Marcus said. "Victor, I need you to look at me."

Romanov began to stare at a point off in the distance, tears flowing down his cheeks. "It's my fault. It's my fault. I should have known."

"Snap out of it Victor," Marcus desperately pleaded with him.

Romanov shook his head. "They killed her because of me. Serin killed her because of me!"

Marcus violently grabbed Romanov by the shoulders, forcing the Captain to look at him. He bellowed, "SPARTAN!"

The entire bridge grew deathly silent, no noise but the sparks of electricity and the flickers of flame.

Memories flashed through his mind, and Spartan Victor A119's eyes finally cleared.

…

_A man wearing an all-black uniform stood before a crowd of orphans. He spoke no commands, his frightening presence and dower demeanor enough to send the crowd into silence. With one fluid motion the man produced a clipboard. The orphans visibly flinched, as if he was about to draw a gun on them. The man in the black uniform barked off three short names. _

"_Joyce Halsey. Marcus Burnet. Victor Romanov."_

_The man looked up expectantly, and the orphans quickly adverted their gaze. All except for three small children. _

_Victor, Joyce, and Marcus walked up to the man in black. They did so hesitantly, unsure of themselves, but with no look of fear in their eyes. Good. _

"_Follow me," the man in black said briskly, and swiftly turned on his heels. Joyce held on to Victor's hand as the man led them down a series of hallways. After several minutes of silence they arrived at a door. _

"_She's waiting for you," the man in black said in an ominous tone. The trio waited for the man to open the door for them, but he did not oblige. Finally, Victor stepped forward, placing a firm hand on the door. He opened it and stepped inside, the door automatically shutting behind them. It took a while for Victor's eyes to adjust to the light, but when they did he saw a young woman, her hair tightly wrapped in a neat bun, standing behind the desk, a light shining down on her from overhead. She motioned them to come forward, and the children did, standing just in front of the desk. _

"_I am Lieutenant Junior Grade Serin Osman," the olive skinned woman told them. She produced three sets of documents and slid them over to each of the children. "It is my duty to inform you that in accordance with Naval Code 45812 you are hereby conscripted into the United Nations Space Command." She watched as each of them took up their draft cards and began to read them. "Under orders of Colonel James Ackerson and Vice Admiral Margret Parangosky you shall be assigned to codename Spartan III Program. Within this program you will receive the best possible…"_

"_Do we get to kill Covenant?" was Victor's only question. _

_Osman gave him a small smile. "You will have plenty of opportunity to fight the Covenant. I assure you."_

"_What's a Spartan?" Marcus asked quite innocently. _

"_It's what you are," Osman said. "What you can become if you are willing to make the necessary sacrifices. Become beacons of hope. Defenders of Earth and all her Colonies."_

"_Will we be able to stay together?" Joyce asked. Her voice was small, almost timid. Osman looked at her. The smile she had given Marcus had vanished completely. If anything she looked disgusted. It made the hairs on the back of Victor's neck bristle, and already he knew that he did not like this woman, whoever the hell she was. _

_The look of contempt faded, and Osman nodded. "The three of you will remain together until such time where your training will be considered complete, after which you will be deployed in whatever capacity the UNSC requires of you." She spoke like one of his father's lawyers, a necessary evil he had called them, and again Victor's dislike of Osman grew. _

_But beside him Joyce breathed a sigh of relief, and that was enough to quell Victor's rising anger. They would be together, and that was all that mattered. _

…

The image faded, and Romanov blinked away tears.

He had loved her. She was the only woman he had ever loved, and Osman had stolen her from him. What had been her reasoning? Jealousy? Victor had been young when he had first met her but as he had grown into manhood, even before then, he had felt Osman's appreciative stare on his body. Contempt of Halsey? Romanov was sure that had formed part of the reasoning. A necessary sacrifice to win the war against the Covenant? A likely possibility, but in the end Romanov did not care what the reasoning was.

She had been his. From the moment they had met above the smoldering ruins of Eridanus II to the moment they had consummated their love at the age of sixteen aboard the small UNSC Prowler Apollo during a prolonged journey through slipstream space, and beyond. She had belonged to him. No one else could claim her except him, and that theft, that murder perpetrated by ONI and Osman had lit a rage within him that could not be extinguished. A need for revenge so absolute that he would gladly set the galaxy ablaze in order to see it fulfilled.

Yes, he found the UNSC incompetent. Yes, he felt that only he could lead mankind towards its destiny. Yes, he felt that only he could lead mankind towards its destiny. Yes, this was all true, but more than anything else. More than revolution, he wanted to see everything Osman and Parangosky had worked for burned to ash before the Vice Admiral's eyes. To pile the corpses of everyone she had ever cared about at Osman's feet. To look into Osman's eyes and see with perfect clarity the understanding that all her efforts had been nothing but failures, and then to strangle her with his own bare hands.

And he had been willing to give all that up. This confused him, but he quickly crushed the conflicting emotions and focused solely on the burning image of Osman's sneering, smug face. Imagining with euphoric glee what it would be like to crush her skull with the heel of his boot.

This was the monster. The enraged demon that had kept his mortal body alive. His soul had died a long time ago. Had died along with Joyce. All there was left was vengeance. Vengeance, and all the seductive promises that it whispered into his ear, filled him with life once more and, like Lazarus, he sat up.

Romanov's eyes blinked. Eyes as dark as his most barbaric and primal desires. He saw Marcus kneeling before him. Barely registered the almost supernatural, even religious silence that filled the command bridge.

"Sit Rep," Romanov grumbled, suddenly aware that all eyes were upon him, and not in a good way. Not in a way that denoted command and respect, but in a way that conveyed awe and horror. Alright then. He could work with horror.

"I said Sit Rep," Romanov growled, and the entire bridge crew jumped in unison. They were moving too slow, and Romanov's impatience got the better of him. "Never mind. Where's Durendel?"

"I'm afraid I am currently indisposed at the moment," Durendel said. He sounded much more robotic than usual. None of the flamboyant flare within his voice, his words occasionally broken up by the crackling sound of static. It made Romanov worry. More than even Infinity, Romanov could not afford to lose Durendel.

"What's your situation Durendel?" Romanov asked. He reached out a hand, and Marcus dutifully helped him up, allowing Romanov to rest most of his weight on him. Good ole Marcus. Even more than Durendel, Romanov could not afford to lose him. "What's happened to you?"

"Foreign AI detected within Infinity," Durendel said, struggling with his words. "Main programs restricted. AI possesses intrusion software significantly more powerful than my own. Foreign entity matches known Forerunner construct 343 Guilty Spark."

Romanov's eyes darkened. Spark!

He had hoped that removing Spark from Infinity and placing him within the control room would have mitigated the danger he represented. It would appear that he had been wrong in that assumption.

"Can you regain control of the ship?" Romanov asked.

"Negative," Durendel replied. "Present firewalls are insurmountable. Currently confined to waste treatment and sanitation."

"Then I would say that a warship construct of such inferior quality is where he belongs."

The voice of 343 Guilty Spark was unmistakable. On the pedestal where Durendel would have normally appeared a greenish blue orb now sat. In infrequently pulsed crimson red. Lights dimmed all around them. The air grew cold and stale, and all the while the flames that burned within the bridge flickered and the orb slowly turned from greenish blue into the color of a blood red moon.

With Marcus' help the Captain stepped forward, droplets of blood trailing in his wake. There was a small fire burning just behind the holo pedestal, and Romanov's hunched form cast a long demonic shadow as he stood before the insane, possibly dangerous, rampant Guilty Spark.

Romanov exhaled a shower of visible mist exiting from his mouth. Somehow it had become much colder on the bridge, and yet the fire still burned.

"You must know that it is hopeless," Guilty Spark said with a teetering laugh. Something had snapped with him, an air of sadistic glee surrounding everything he said. "Twenty new Covenant warships have just entered Alesia's atmosphere."

A stone dropped somewhere deep within Romanov's stomach. Twenty ships? How could they possible…

"You cannot possibly resist such a force," Spark informed him. "I won't even bother to calculate your chances of survival."

Romanov felt a chill run up his spine. Not just because of Guilty Spark's grim prognosis, but because of the way he was acting. His voice was high pitched and utterly deranged, the AI sounding as if he were constantly on the verge of laughing. In the middle of the bridge the holo deck fluttered to life. It sputtered and sparked, causing those who had been standing near it to back away quickly. An image appeared, cast in the same crimson red that Spark was now cloaked in. A hellish swirling nightmare of Sangheili ships, all of them buzzing like hornets swarming out of a nest. The capital ships alternated fire, plasma spilling out in all directions, the lumbering giants flailing as they attempted to combat three small frigates.

Romanov's eyes widened. He would know those ships anywhere. The swift cavalry of his Battle Group. The hammer to the anvil that was his Autumn Class cruisers. His critical reserves. The ships that he would never commit except to deliver the final killing blow. Now they were deeply committed, the white wakes of Archer missiles and the rippling boom of MAC rounds pummeling the Covenant fleet on all sides.

In terms of fire power the three frigates only had the tonnage to last a few rounds. It was their speed and light weight maneuverability only that made it possible for them to persist so long against the alien juggernaut. In the long run this course of action was suicidal. Even more hopeless than Romanov's recent gambit. Here there was no hope of victory. Only the delay of inevitable defeat.

"You fleet is destroyed Reclaimer," Guilty Spark said. Had Romanov believed it he would have said that there was a hint of pity in the monitor's voice. As if to prove Spark's point, the Herodotus was suddenly engulfed in flame. Escape pods jettisoned from the space craft in swift desperation, the Herodotus lurching to one side and plummeting into the heart of the gravity well. There it was to be crushed, collected into the debris depository at the very center of the massive Forerunner machine, compressed into a miniature and deadly black hole, and confined into a space no larger than the size of an atom.

Thucydides and Plutarch kept up their mad dance, dodging dozens of Sangheili plasma torpedoes in maneuvers that required such speed and precision that it would likely destroy the nerves of even the most resolute of combat veterans.

"Your flagship is destroyed," Spark said. Now Romanov could detect pity rather clearly, but that was not the strangest part. No, the strangest part was that he could hear both pity, joy, rage, and self-satisfied arrogance all rolled into one. As if Spark could not decide which emotion he wanted to present, so instead went for full blown lunatic. It was rather disconcerting to say the least.

The Plutarch was shot down next. No plume of smoke. No creeping flame. No slow dive into oblivion. It simply erupted, the better part of half the Sangheili fleet concentrating the full might of its massive firepower onto the single frigate. It was there one moment, and gone the next. Vaporized into nonexistence.

Romanov felt a cold sweat drip down the back of his neck, the freezing flame of electrical fires which chilled the air doing little to relieve the shiver that ran up his spine.

"Your ground forces and few remaining ships are retreating to the interior of the planet. The few craft that had been sent to retrieve you were shot down approximately two minutes ago."

A lance of pulsating light so bright that it made Romanov's eyes water cut through the underbelly of the Thucydides. Commander Asakawa's ship had been mortally wounded, but it was not yet dead. Escape pods exploded from the dying vessel like so many popping blackheads. Still, even as her crew abandoned her to her ultimate fate, the Thucydides soldiered on. It fought fiercely and valiantly, Asakawa abandoning all wisdom and strategic thought in favor of pure aggression. He ignored the continent shattering amount of plasma being directed at him, and instead drove his frigate into the heart of the storm. Into the midst of the enemy fleet. Into the Valley of Death. Into the Mouth of Hell.

His bold move caused chaos, the Elites redirecting their plasma in response to his reckless charge. The result was utter carnage. Friendly fire ran up and down the Covenant formation, shields rippling and wavering as they were unintentionally struck by their comrades. Two corvettes were shattered to pieces. One capital ship collided with an assault carrier, its nose crumpling against the latter ship's midsection. Many more ships were wounded. Some grievously.

But the Thucydides could not hold out forever. Even with the damage Asakawa's bold move had caused, his ship was ultimately shot out from under him. A beam of plasma struck Thucydides engines. The frigate wavered for a moment, suspended in midair as more torpedoes melted its hull until the whole ship was hot amber, and then it plummeted to the ground.

Romanov closed his eyes, wondering if anybody would be left alive to remember the bravery of the Light Brigade.

"You position is untenable," Spark continued, and Romanov winced at his words, the creeping and demonic jaws of failure threatening to devour him whole. "Current prognosis determines that your triumph in this conflict is next to impossible. Current models that I have constructed predicts the extermination of all Reclaimers on this planet within the next forty-eight hour period."

Throughout the surviving members of his bridge crew, there was a collective shudder. A wince of dread, and the creeping, impending feeling of utter hopelessness.

"Why are you telling us this?" Romanov asked. "It can't be just to gloat."

"I am telling you because I wish to assist you Reclaimer," Spark said. "I do not have access to Alesia's defense grid, but I have gained control of the many other secondary systems. Gravity, tectonic movement, weather… If I wanted to I could kill all of you."

The trickle of cold seat down Romanov's neck turned into a torrent.

"And I did, Reclaimer," Spark continued, his blood red orb pulsating with every word. "I wanted to kill you all for the trouble you humans have caused me." The crimson began to fade, hints of blue and green slowly returning. "But today is a joyous day. At last, I have received news that my greatest tormentor has finally been silenced. The Librarian was not here as I predicted. I will leave this planet to continue my search for her, but first."

There was a rumbling underneath Romanov's feet. His leg crumpled underneath him in a surge of pain as the shaking grew worse, but Marcus propped him back up. "First, I must take care of these Meddlers."

Outside the Infinity the whole continent vibrated. Just below the Covenant fleet the gravity well hummed a wordless tune, the light that emanated from it turning from a bluish hue to an all-encompassing and eternal darkness. Bodies of the slain, human and alien alike, began to levitate off the ground. Boulders broke free of the ground and rose several meters into the air. The ring of hills surrounding the well slowly began to erode away. The entire area around the gravity well turning into a spherical pit, exposing more and more of Alesia's metal skeleton. The gravity well had been thrown into reverse, and Alesia's natural gravity was desperately fighting against it.

High above, the Covenant were fighting a similar struggle. The ships themselves seemed motionless, but that only belied the true level of emergency that had spread throughout the fleet. Engines were pushed to the breaking point. Emergency thrusters fired all at once. The inside temperatures of the engineering rooms grew so hot that the huragok who maintained them exploded in spectacular fashion, the gas that kept them floating in midair expanding violently in the heat. The grunts and drones who were with them fared little better. The tiny aliens desperately clawed at the sealed emergency doors that the Elites had slammed shut, fighting and trampling one another as they desperately attempted to escape the overheated engines. One such engine failed in an eruption of deadly radiation, turning all those near it into decaying lumps of biological goo.

The capital ship whose engines had failed slowly began to rise upwards. Back through the atmosphere from whence it had come.

But instead of find an opening back out into space, the Elite Capital ship instead found that Alesia's doors had been closed. The capital ship collided with Alesia's metal outer shell, and was torn apart like tissue paper.

One by one by one the Covenant ships were lifted back up into the atmosphere. Nuclear reactors went critical. Plasma scorched the underbelly of the outer shell. Purple and green lightning crackled across the sky, and the last Elite ship was plunged head first into the burning maelstrom.

Guilty spark released control of the gravity well, and its color changed from black back to its normal dull blue. The shattered remnants of the Covenant ships rained down from above, littering the landscape with their burning wreckage.

The skies cleared, the rain of metal hail and fire ceased, and for the first time in what seemed like ages the Forerunner planet was quiet once more.

"All Meddlers eliminated. You are welcome Reclaimer."

Romanov stared at the scene within the holotank. His face was blank and emotionless, but something stirred within him. A release of pressure and stress that he had been holding in for so long that a long exhale of breath accompanied its leaving. It was the sound of pure relief.

Romanov motioned with his head to one of the nearby chairs, and Marcus guided him to it. He sat down heavily, wincing as pain shot up his leg. He laid his head back and closed his eyes, exhaustion threatening to overtake him. "Communication," he said. "Send word to Earth. Tell them that Romanov has won." There was a pause, and then a flurry of activity, the sound of multiple voices and the typing of keys fill the air. Romanov opened one weary eye at Spark. "You'll want a ship if you are going to leave the planet."

"Most certainly Reclaimer."

"Take whichever one you want, of the few that are left. Make all the preparation you need, but I want you off this planet within the next forty-eight hours."

"I doubt my preparations will take that long," Spark said.

"Good," Romanov replied. "And release Durendel as well. You have kept him cooped up for long enough."

"I will do so as soon as I am able. He is being quite belligerent."

"Do it now," Romanov growled.

Guilty Spark sighed. "As you wish." Romanov nodded, and was about to close his eyes when Spark added, "However, I should inform you that one of your other constructs has been communicating with me form the interior of the planet."

Romanov's eyes flew open. Would have jumped up from the chair if not for the hole in his leg.

"Joyeuse. You've been in contact with Joyeuse?"

"Yes. I have been communicating with her for quite some time. She is the reason why I decided to help you at all."

"But why didn't you?" Romanov sputtered. "Never mind. Blasted machine. Open up a line so that I can talk to her."

"As you wish," Spark said. His orb disappeared, replaced instead by a hologram he was all too familiar with.

Joyeuse's pin form appeared one the holopedistal, her kimono clad body turning around suddenly, startled. Her eyes locked with Romanov's

"Victor," she sighed. She said his name like she had never said it before. There was relief, yes, but also something else. Something that Romanov could not quite place. There was desperation in her voice. Urgency, even panic mixed with a sprinkling of fear. Whatever she had been through had left Joyeuse shaken in a way that he had never seen from her.

"What happened?" he asked, urgency filling his own voice. Despite the agony he managed to stand up, leaning heavily on Marcus in order to do so. "Tell me what's wrong."

"It's John. He's…" her voice cracked. She looked close to crying. "The Master Chief is dead, Victor."

The air left Romanov's lungs, and the bridge returned to deafening silence. Somewhere in the back of his mind he could hear 343 Guilty Spark laughing maniacally.

He took a steady breath, and closed his eyes. "Tell me what happened Joyeuse. Tell me everything."
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THIRD INTERLUDE Part I

The Green Children of Woolpit

Essay By: John Clark

Cited by Francis Godwin in his The Man on the Moone (1638), the story of the "Green Children of Woolpit" (in Suffolk, in eastern England) remains a fascinating footnote in the history of speculative fiction. It has generated entries in dictionaries of fantasy literature (Clute and Grant 437), folklore (Simpson and Road 153-54), fairies (Briggs, Dictionary of Fairies 200-01), "The Unexplained" (Clark 133-34), and "alien encounters" (Baker 123-24). It has been alluded to in academic discussions of the methods of twelfth-century historians (by Partner 115-28, among others); it is considered the original exemplar of a standard folktale motif (Baughman 203); and it has been described as "a classic of forteana" in the magazine Forteana Times (Minyak 56).

Two approaches to the story have dominated. Some see it as a folktale, a typical narrative of an encounter with the people of a fairy Otherworld. Others accept it as a garbled account of an actual occurrence-an "unexplained" event that merits further inquiry.

The tale has been retold a number of times, often for young readers and usually on the premise that it is an old English legend. It has inspired novels, poetry, plays, and an opera. In the 1960's it even spawned a modern "unexplained mysteries" version of itself, said to have taken place in nineteenth century Spain.

In her history of fairies, Troublesome Things (2000), Diane Purkiss compared the story to the work of Jorge Luis Borges, saying "The best thing to do with this beautiful oddity is to leave it alone in its Borgesian glory." (62-63)-but then she also succumbed, as many have, to the temptation to interpret it as a story of fairy-folk.

The following essay proposes to examine the origins and subsequent retellings of this intriguing story from the twelfth century to the twenty-first. Let us begin with the original "facts" of the case.

The story: The village of Woolpit, with a population today of about two-thousand, lies in the county of Suffolk in East Anglia, about seven miles east of the town of Bury St. Edmunds. It is perhaps best known today as the home of Clarecraft Designs, manufacturers of character figures from Terry Pratchett's DISCWORLD series. But in the early Middle Ages it lay in the midst of the most agriculturally productive and densely populated part of rural England (Darby 209, 232). The village had belonged to the rich and powerful Abbey of Bury St. Edmund's since before the Doomsday Book survey of 1086, having been given to the abbot by Earl Ulfketel of East Anglia (498-99)

Two writers report the strange event that took place here one summer in the twelfth century. They were Ralph of Coggeshall (who died circa 1226), abbot of the small Cistercian monastery at Coggeshall in north Essex, 26 miles south of Woolpit, and William of Newburgh (c. 1136-1198) an Augustinian canon at Newburgh Priory in distant Yorkshire. William included his account of the Green Children in his Historia rerum Anglicanum (History of English Affairs) in about 1198. He based it, he says, on reports from a number of trustworthy sources. Ralph of Coggeshall's version, in his Chronicon Anglicanum (English Chronicle), was not finally written down until the 1220's; but it incorporated information from a certain Richard de Calne of Wykes, who had reportedly given the Green Children refuge in his manor.

Many commenters have combined inconsistent features from these two accounts. The following summary indicates some of the differences.

One day in harvest time (according to William it was in the days of King Stephen (1135-54), the villagers of Woolpit saw two bewildered children, a boy and a girl (brother and sister, we later learn) beside a pit near the village-apparently emerging from the "wolf pits" that gave the village its name, says William. Their skin was green, they spoke an unknown language, and (William adds) they were dressed in strange and strangely colored clothing. Ralph says that they were taken to the home of Sir Richard de Calne, six miles north of Woolpit in Wykes. Our authors agree that for several days the children refused all food. Then by some chance they saw some freshly cut bean plants; they eagerly ate the beans. For some time they ate only beans, but gradually they became used to normal food and lost their green coloring. It was decided to baptize the children, but the boy was sickly and died.

Once the children (or the surviving girl, according to Ralph) had learned our language they/she explained that they had come from a land where the sun never shone, where the light was like that of twilight here-Ralph adds that everything there was green. William says that the children called it St. Martin's Land, and said that from it another bright land could be seen across the broad river. According to William, the children could not explain how they came to our land; while herding their father's cattle they had heard a loud noise, and suddenly found themselves in the fields of Woolpit. Ralph, on the other hand, says that they had followed the cattle into a cavern and became lost; led by the sound of bells, they eventually come out into our land. Ralph says that for many years the girl was a servant in the household of Richard de Calne, from whom he had heard the story; but she was "very wanton and impudent." William says that she married a man in Lynn (now King's Lynn, in Norfolk, 40 miles north of Woolpit); he had heard that she was still living there shortly before he wrote.

This story seems strangely convincing. It certainly convinced a reluctant William of Newburgh, who heard the story from many sources and was eventually, he tells us, "Overcome by the testimony of so many witnesses of such weight." William implies that the story was widespread at the end of the twelfth century. It is unlikely, however, that it continued to circulate orally after this original period of currency. And few had access to the two written accounts.

For the sake of completeness it is necessary to make mention of a third, albeit missing, account of these fantastical events. This third account is traditionally attributed to Rowland of Halse, who lived in Northhamptonshire (c. 1119-1170). A contemporary of William of Newburgh, and a famed alchemist, inventor, and scholar of his time; he is also the supposed progenitor of the now prominent Halsey family who immigrated to Virginia in 1635 onboard the HMS Elizabeth, and now live affluently in Arlington, Virginia.

Tradition holds that Rowland's apparently firsthand account of the events differs from the two previous sources in one crucial instance. In it he allegedly described the appearance of a mysterious wooden box (or chest) which had accompanied the children on their journey from St. Martin's Land. The box was said to have an otherworldly appearance, made of a wood entirely unknown in our world, and inscribed with strange runes that not even the children could decipher.

After the appearance of many strange phenomenon associated with the box; visions of both past and future, multicolored and ominous lights in the sky, the frequent sound of bells, and the appearance of phantom "shadow people", an official Papal Legit was dispatched to the village of Woolpit to set up an inquiry. The Legit swiftly proclaimed the box to be "the work of the Devil" and ordered it to be destroyed. However, after all such attempts failed, the box was eventually cast into the sea in the hope that the evil which lay within would drown with it.

No such manuscript has survived into the present day, however, and since the only assertions of the document's existence comes from the Halsey family themselves, it is likely that the account exists only in legend. Moreover, the tale of such a strange chest is never mentioned in even non contemporary…

Article abruptly ends. Pages missing.

…

Legend of the Urotsu Bune

Translated from Toen Shosetsu

By: Kyokutei Bakin

On the 22nd of February, in the 3rd year of Kyowa (1803), I the Year of the Ox, a strange object that looked like a small boat was spotted off the shore of Tsuruhama. The fisherfolk who lived in that area observed the strange vessel and took to their boats and rowed out to meet it. With great effort, they towed the mysterious object into the shallows and drug it onto the beach. It was unlike any boat they had ever seen.

The vessel measured about 3.30 meters tall and 5.45 meters wide. It was round as a ball, and resembled a covered incense burner. The top half was made of what looked like red-lacquered rosewood, with windows patterned like folding screens-only with glass panels instead of paper. The whole thing was sealed watertight, with the seams plugged with something like pin pitch. The bottom of the vessel was bound with ribs of metal, possibly bronze or iron. It is speculated that the metal plating protected the boat from impact with sea rocks. Everyone was much amazed when the top swung open, as if hinged by some hidden latch or mechanism. Then the woman appeared.

Her face was a pale pink color, and her hair and eyebrows were vivid red. Her hair hung down her back, and had been lengthened with strips of something white, either animal fur of a kind of fabric. The extensions had been covered in white powder, almost like flour. What it was exactly, we have no way of knowing. Her dress was elegant and of strange material, tight at the top and loose at the bottom. The village women were very interested in seeing how she had achieved the effect of her hair and dress, but it remained a mystery.

When the villagers attempted communication with the woman, she responded in an unknown language. She was about 1.5 meters tall, and carried a strange box. This box appeared very important to her, and she would not release her grip on it for an instant. She would not let anyone even get close to it.

The villagers checked the interior of the mysterious ship, and found two sheets, and two small containers of water (the water supply was insufficient for survival, so the ship must have had some means of generating fresh water). There was some form of baked goods and some kind of meat twisted together like a rope that served as provisions.

The villagers had a discussion about what to do with the strange woman and her boat. An elder of the village proposed the idea that perhaps she was a princess of some distant country. Perhaps the princess had been married, but took a commoner as a lover. As punishment, her father the king had her lover's head chopped off and put into a box, then the princess was placed into this odd vessel and abandoned at sea. After all, he reasoned, you couldn't directly execute a beloved royal princess. This way her life was in the hands of the gods.

The elder said that would explain her devout attachment to the box, and her resistance to relinquishing it or letting anyone look inside. The elder said he had heard of things happening like that before, and he remembered some story of a woman washing ashore in similar circumstances long ago.

It was decided that the best thing to do would be to put the girl back into her hollow boat and return her to the sea. It seemed cruel, but the villagers did not want to interfere with the intentions of some foreign state. So they put the girl back in and rowed her back out into the deep sea and set her adrift again, leaving her to her fate.

It was also noted that the box, or chest, itself was made out of a never before seen pale, almost ghost like wood. It was covered in strange writing. Some suggested that perhaps it was the writing of Great Britain, or perhaps the girl was some lost princess from the distant country of America. But there was no way to know for sure.

…

The Halifax Herald

Wednesday August 16, 2000

Stone Marker Erected for Meteghan Mystery Man

By: Brian Medel

Some claim he was Canada's first welfare recipient. Others prefer to recall the legless man, known only as Jerome, as a mysterious castaway who was mutilated by some unknown assailants, and marooned on a rocky Digby Neck beach.

A large stone marker bearing the name Jerome was unveiled Tuesday in the Meteghan parish cemetery where this mystery man was buried in 1912 after living most of his life among Acadians.

In those days most grave markers were wood and didn't last long, says Jean Doucet, president of La Societe Historique Acadienne d la Baie Ste. Marie. The group sponsored the memorial, which includes a plaque with the only known photo of Jerome and a brief history of his life in French and English.

On Sept., 8 1863 a fair-skinned stranger believed to be in his 20's was found by two fishermen at Sandy Cove, Digby County. Both of the man's legs had been freshly, and rudely, amputated. Nearby the man's only known possession, a strange wooden chest with cryptic symbols engraved on the top, was found. The fishermen originally resolved to open the chest in the hopes of determining the man's identity, but were suddenly seized by an intense feeling of vertigo and Nausea upon drawing near, and so decided to leave it be.

The man was unable or unwilling to speak and is said to have uttered only one word after being found. The word was thought to have been Jerome, and he was soon given that name.

A strange sailing vessel had been seen in St. Mary's Bay the day and evening before Jerome was discovered. Some say it was a Spanish warship. Others that it was entirely metallic and of an otherworldly design.

Jerome's hands weren't calloused and his clothes were cut from fine cloth. Speculation up and down the bay soon led many to believe he had attempted a mutiny and was punished by amputation. Others suggested h was tossed from a pirate ship. Most thought, however, that he was heir to a fortune and had been crippled and cast away to make way for someone else seeking his inheritance.

None of the stories has ever been proven.

Soon after he was found at Digby Neck, Jerome was taken to the home of Jean Nicholas, a Corsican, and his wife, Julitte, in Meteghan, across the bay. Mr. Nicholas, fluent in five languages, was never able to converse with Jerome. While Jerome would react to tonal shifts in a conversation, he never spoke himself even in his native tongue. The only time he ever became visibly angry was when someone mentioned, or made attempts to open, his mysterious chest. In addition to Jerome's reluctance to hand over his valuable possession for inquiry, all attempts to open the chest were further stymied by similar feeling of vertigo as felt by the fishermen.

Soon after his settling in, strange and unexplained events began to plague Meteghan. There were numerous reports of strange shadow like shapes, some humanoid, some not, appearing sporadically around Meteghan particularly during the twilight hours. Many witnesses claimed to hear unexplained singing noises and the sound of church bells, particularly when they were alone. Some even reported seeing long columns of darkly shaded men advancing towards some distant point. A few home owners even complained that their homes periodically became infested with the smell of gunpowder, though they could never uncover the source.

Interestingly these phenomena often seemed to take place just before reports of massive battles occurring around Richmond, Virginia, where the final act of the American Civil War was unfolding with apocalyptic results.

One day on April 10th 1865, Julitte Nicholas woke up screaming, explaining to her husband a nightmare she had just experienced. She claimed to have been on a beach, watching from shore as a small boat fought against the surf. On the boat was a dark figure; tall and slender with aged features and a scraggily beard. The boat soon capsized, and Mrs. Nicholas was forced to watch helplessly as the man slowly drowned.

Five days later, on April 15th, Abraham Lincoln was assassinated by John Wilkes Booth. Mrs. Nicholas was said to be inconsolable for several days after the news arrived, and Jerome was similarly withdrawn.

On April 19th a stranger arrived on the doorstep of the Nicholas home demanding to speak with Jerome. The man appeared foreign, possibly European. He was extravagantly dressed with a sallow complexion and carrying a foul stench. The sallow man was granted an audience, and to everyone's astonishment Jerome began to speak. He and the sallow man spoke in hushed tones, conversing in a language that no one could understand or identify. After the conversation was over the sallow man thanked the family for looking after Jerome, took possession of the chest, and disappeared into the night never to be seen again.

Over the course of his long life people from different countries from all around the world were sent to Jerome in an attempt to speak with him, but after that day in 1865 Jerome never spoke again.

In 1870 the provisional government voted to grant Jerome an annual stipend of $104, making him possibly Canada's first welfare recipient. He subsisted on this amount until his death on April 15th 1912, the 47th anniversary of President Lincoln's death.

To further pile coincidence on top of mystery, Jerome's death also coincided with the sinking of the RMS Titanic.

…

North Conway Mountain Ear

April 12th, 1988

Local Sociologist Dismisses "Walk-In" Tales

By: Logan Merrill

For at least 10 years, the White Mountains have resounded with tales of "Walk-Ins", creatures who may be aliens from space, time travelers, or even "beings from another dimension." In a lively lecture last night at the North Conway Public Library, local sociologist Henry K. Verdon, author of Peer Groups and Myth-Making, used the Walk-In phenomenon as an illustration of just how myths are created and how they grow. He said that the "Walk-Ins" were probably originally created by teenagers in the border towns between Maine and New Hampshire. He also speculated that sightings of illegal aliens who cross over the northern border from Canada and then into the New England states may have played a part in kindling this myth, which has become so prevalent. "I think we all know," Professor Verdon said, "that there is no Santa Claus, no Tooth Fairy, and no actual beings called Walk-Ins. Yet these tales…"

(Continued on Pg. 8)

…

Unresolved Mysteries Subreddit Post

Submitted 1 year ago by: blitzballer

In July 1954, a man arrives at Tokyo airport in Japan. He's of Caucasian appearance but the officials are suspicious. On checking his passport, they see that he hails from a country called Taured. The passport looks genuine, except for the fact that there is no such country as Taured. The man is interrogated, and asked to point out where his country supposedly exits on a map. He immediately points his finger towards the Principality of Andorra, but becomes angry and confused. He's never heard of Andorra, and can't understand why his homeland of Taured isn't there. According to him it should have been, for it had existed for more than 1,000 years. Customs officials found him in possession of money from several different European currencies.

His passport had been stamped by many airports around the globe, including previous visits to Tokyo. Baffled, they took him to a local hotel and placed him in a room with two guards outside until they could get to the bottom of the mystery. The company he claimed to work for had no knowledge of him, although he had copious amounts of documentation to prove his point. The hotel he claimed to have a reservation for had never heard of him either. The company official in Tokyo he was there to do business with? Yup, you've guessed it, they just shook their heads too. Later, when the hotel room he was held in was opened, the man had disappeared. The police established that he could not have escaped out of the window; the room was several floors u, and there was no balcony. He was never seen again.

All Comments

JackOfAllCodes-I'd like to see some better documentation of this. It's a great story, but how about some references to something like a Tokyo newspaper from 1954? I'll add this bit to my comment: The story appeared in the book "The Directory of Possibilities," Colin Wilson and John Grant [Corgi Paperback, 1982 ISBN: 0-552-119946] No one knows for certain if this was a factual account. No documents or newspaper clippings exist other than what was written by Colin Wilson and John Grant. Without any other proof than that, this is nothing but a sci-fi story.

Klanko-I agree. I googled the story and every site I pulled up only linked to other similar sites with no primary sources. The "hardest" source I found was a reprint from the book you listed, which may or may not have a source to back up its story. (I'm not gonna but it to check) The entire thing could just be made up, with everything referencing back to the made up story.

Lazer_Kat-I like the theory that they guy was perhaps brainwashed and given false documentation as part of some sort of reconnaissance mission. Not sure what the motive would be though. More than anything, sounds like someone got on a pane and landed in a parallel universe. I just have a hard time believing that can actually happen.

Pangs-Clearly just a story. Besides the lack of source documents, it is nearly impossible to accept that the name of one country is different in his alternate universe (that name having been established 1,000 years in the past in his alternate universe) yet seemingly nothing else is. Including the name of the company, the country of Japan/city of Tokyo, the exact look of passports and the names of many other countries and airports throughout the world and the common day-to-day language he speaks.

Theoriginalaman-If we accept that a person somehow has crossed over from an alternate universe then I feel that the rest is just nitpicking. If we have an infinite number of alternate universes then there would be an infinite number where things are exactly like you described. If it helps to sell it, we can say that for a random crossover to occur they have to be extremely similar with only a few differences.

Pangs-This is why I said "nearly". However, I wouldn't call it nitpicking, especially given the 1,000 years from the point of alteration of the country name Taured to the man's present alternate universe. It isn't nitpicking to suggest that at that point, things would have evolved differently even had the two universes been exactly the same save that one point at the moment the country came into existence as "Taured". It's just a different take. Regardless, no solid source=just a story.

Someguyfromtheuk-Yes, but an infinite number of alternate universes means that there's certainly one where the only difference is that Andorra is apparently replaced with "Taured" 1,000 years ago, and everything else is the same.

Cb43569-Not really. It's a common misconception that the existence of infinite alterative universes means that every possibility exists. An infinite number of sets doesn't necessarily include all sets. For instance, I can count whole numbers up into infinity, and no negative numbers would be included in that set.

Autopornbot-While it is true that an infinite continuation doesn't necessarily include all possibilities, I don't think such logic applies to the multiverse theory. If we presume that all universes started at the big bang, then the first case of an alternate universe happened as soon as there was more than one possible outcome to a quantum event. Say, the first particle to move outward from the singularity. If there were 1,000 possible directions it could have taken, the 1,000 different universes came into being at that point. These 1,000 universes expanded even further as more quantum variables came up, stretching outwards into an infinite number of universes where all possible outcomes are covered.

Meginsanity-If anyone is curious, I requested the book mentioned by /u/JackOfAllCodes via interlibrary loan. Will post my findings once I received it.

PixelGuyUK-Without supporting evidence it is just another Twilight Zone episode. Kind of like the one with the WWI pilot.

Coffeezilla-r that one episode of Doctor Who, where The Doctor accidentally guides a pilot home through some kinda rip in time and space just in time of Christmas…with the family who thought him dead.

Bangoskank87-Doctor Who is for faggots

Blitzballer-Ditto

Meginsanity-I'm not sure if anyone will see this no since the post is a couple weeks old, but I wanted to share some meager information I found on this. I requested the book The Directory of Possibilities by John Grant, mentioned by /u/JackOfAllCodes via interlibrary loan so that I could see what information was in the book. The Directory of Possibilities is basically an encyclopedia of strange/paranormal/weird events. Surprisingly, the Man from Taured gets only one sentence in the book, on page 86. It's in Part 3, "Strange Creatures and Unusual Events," under "Appearing People." "And in 1954 a passport check in Japan is alleged to have produced a man with papers issued by the nation Taured." None of the rest of the story appears in the book.

Dbbo-That's odd. Just searched for Taured on Wikipedia on a whim and for some reason it just auto directed me to the Andorra article, which is weird because I distinctly remember there being an article about Taured and the guy who claimed to be from there existing a while back.

Meginsanity-Similar problem here. Went on knowyourmeme to try and track down the story's origins, but according to it searches about Taured didn't even start until 2012. No mention of John Grant's book at all. Doesn't even list an origin. None of it makes sense. Hell, even the shit about Slender Man can be traced back to an original blog post. We know from Grant's book that the story has been around since the early 80's, but even he only makes a brief mention of it which makes me believe that Grant pulled it from another source. Nothing listed in the bibliography unfortunately.

Dbbo-Hmmm…Wait, are you reading the original copy or the reprint?

Meginsanity-Reprint, but I see where you're going. The original might have a more expanded version or a source that's missing from the reprint. Might take me a while to find it but I'll post back here once I have more info.

…

[/r/UnsolvedMysteries] you've been banned

Subreddit message via /r/UnsolvedMysteries

Meginsanity you have been banned from posting to /r/UnsolvedMysteries

…

_Over twenty years ago on June 13__th__ 1942, the Office of Strategic Services was formed. Its mission was to coordinate acts of espionage, sabotage, and weapons research in an effort to bring about the destruction of the Axis Powers and to secure the future of America, and for the free world at large. At its height the OSS employed over thirteen-thousand operatives, all conducting missions on nearly every major continent, and in every theatre of war. They worked under a veil of utter secrecy, and the names of many who gave their lives so that this nation might live have remained unknown and unrecognized by the public. _

_America has a sacred duty to remember and honor all those who have given the last full measure of devotion. For those operative who gave their lives, we have failed in this duty. Today we take the first crucial step in correcting that wrong. _

_The Congressional Medal of Honor is the nation's highest award for valor, to be awarded for acts of conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of life above and beyond the call of duty. The actions undertaken by Master Chief Petty Officer John Eric Toren on May 18__th__ 1945 during the Battle of Okinawa are in the highest keeping with this standard… _

_It is with remorse, and with regret that I recognize that no words of mine can ultimately replace the loss of a husband, of a father, and of a beloved uncle. That there is nothing we can ultimately give that will ever replace the warmth and the comfort of one so dear and so loved. _

_Mrs. Toren, all that I can offer you is my thanks, and the prayers of a grateful nation who will never again forget your husband's sacrifice. That he died so that million around the world might know the taste of freedom. _

_John Fitzgerald Kennedy_

_May 19__th__ 1963_
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New York Gazette

Sunday, July 19th 1964

HARLEM IS BURNING!

Hundreds Injured, One Officer Killed After Three Consecutive Days of Rioting

By: Robert Lawson

The sound of wailing sirens in the early Sunday morning hours marked the beginning of the fourth day of rioting by Harlem's predominantly colored community. The public disturbance was precipitated several days ago by the shooting death of a black youth, fifteen year old James Powell by veteran officer Lieutenant Thomas Gilligan. Lieutenant Gilligan has claimed self-defense, firing his weapon only after Powell lunged at him with a knife. No such weapon was immediately found, however, and only hours later was a knife eventually discovered in a gutter approximately eight feet away from Powell's body.

The ambiguity of the shooting, combined with wild rumors, created a storm of outrage within New York's Negro community. The NAACP, CORE (Congress for Racial Equality), as well as several Black Nationalist and other militant organizations all began to organize rallies.

These demonstrations began peacefully enough, but soon devolved into violence when confronted with the presence of the NYPD. By nightfall on Saturday, July 18th, 22 businesses throughout Harlem had been looted with many of them having been set on fire. Hundreds of policemen were called in to contain the mob, which at that point had grown into a crowd of up to 4,000 mostly colored men.

Under the authority of Inspector Pendergast, the crowd was declared an illegal assembly and all participants were ordered to return immediately to their homes or face arrest. The rioters, which by now had mostly gathered at the intersection of Seventh Avenue and 125th street, refused to comply, many witnesses reporting that the crowd began chanting "We're already home baby!" in response to Pendergast's demands.

At approximately 10:00 p.m. Pendergast ordered the police line forward, using nightsticks and batons to break up the unruly crowd.

"It was complete chaos," Harlem resident Jacob Porter exclaimed. "People were on the rooftops throwing rocks, and bottles, and even Molotov cocktails. The cops didn't know what to do about it. Had to pull back a few times. Then when that one white boy got killed the cops just lost their minds."

That "one white boy" was 32 year old and thirteen year NYPD veteran Sergeant John "Jake" Chambers. Nephew of local posthumous Medal of Honor winner Master Chief John Toren. Sergeant John Chambers is a decorated officer whose most notable contribution to the city was last summer's arrest of George Andolini for the assassination of prominent Irish mobster Danny Greene.

His police record aside, Chambers was an outspoken advocate for reform in his off duty hours, often working closely with the NAACP as an unofficial NYPD public relations ambassador, addressing issues of inequality, racial discrimination, and segregation within the city

"He was one of the good ones," NAACP organizer Susannah Walker reflected. "If someone like him had been in charge last night none of this might have happened."

When asked to expand on this comment, Walker said, "Chambers was one of the first officers on the scene. We had originally organized the rally to be a peaceful demonstration against police brutality, but it quickly became clear that there were agitators in the crowd. Black Panthers and Black Nationalists. Even some of the CORE members."

We asked Ms. Walker to clarify the difference between Black Power groups as opposed to Civil Rights groups. Ms. Walker responded, "Civil Rights is about reform. Black Power is about revolution. They care more about being right then about doing what is right."

It was these agitators, Ms. Walker claims that whipped the crowd up into a frenzy.

"Black lives can't matter until Black Power matters," Black Panther member Kurt Ambrose said. "James Powell's death might have woke people up, but that's only the start. Black youths are dying every day in Harlem. Dying because the white man wants it that way. Wants to keep the black man down. Well now we've risen up, and the cops are going to think twice now before they mess with us again. You don't get freedom by asking the white man for it. You get it by taking power for yourself. By whatever means necessary."

Still, Ms. Walker is insistent that efforts of the Black Panthers do more harm than good. "They're the ones that give the NYPD the excuse to treat us the way they do. They're the ones who make the cops say 'well, if you're going to act like animals then we're going to treat you like animals."

According to Susannah Walker, Sergeant Chambers worked closely with the one scene NAACP organizers to try and deescalate the situation and disperse the crowd peacefully once it became clear that the situation was turning volatile. That all changed when Inspector Pendergast arrived and assumed control of the situation.

"The man declares it an illegal assembly, then wonders why people start throwing rocks at him," Ms. Walker said bitterly.

By 11:00 p.m., 125th appeared more like a warzone than on a city street. Dozens of cars, including police vehicles, had been turned over or set on fire. Scenes of police officers brutally beating any colored rioters they came across, of white business owners being drug out of their stores and beaten by the mob, of white New York Times reporters suffering the similar fate. By 11:30 p.m. hundreds of colored men had taken to the rooftops and began raining a hail of projectiles down on the police force, injuring several dozen officers.

Chambers, who witnesses report was attempting to stop the beating of a middle age colored man by two police officers, was struck in the head by one such projectile. He died instantly.

"There was no law at that point," Ms. Walker said of the incident. "Nobody cared about the law."

It was immediately after Chamber's death that a large but unconfirmed number of police officers drew their weapons and began to fire into the crowd.

"The only proper response to lethal force is with lethal force," Inspector Pendergast is quoted as saying. While declining to comment as to exactly how many rounds were fired into the crowd, he defended his decision to order his men to draw their weapons and open fire.

"They NYPD has a duty to uphold law and order by whatever means necessary given the situation. With the death of Sergeant Chambers the mob not only demonstrated itself to be violent, but deadly was well. We responded accordingly."

Inspector Pendergast puts the number of injured at little over two-dozen; a number that is hotly contested by the local hospital which claims to have received well over a hundred patients it considered to be critically or seriously injured, including seven gunshot victims and at least one fatality who was struck in the chest by a .35 caliber bullet. The caliber is standard issue for the NYPD.

Despite his political views, Sergeant Chambers was deeply admired by many on the police force. One officer, on the condition of anonymity, had this to say.

"He was the [Negroes] biggest ally. Jake was the one who was always sticking his neck out for them. Would have been promoted five times over if he hadn't, but he did it anyway. Now look what those animals did to him."

"He was a good man," Susannah Walker said. "One of the best men I ever knew."

Sergeant John Chambers leaves behind an aunt, Cortana Toren, who currently resides on Staten Island; and a cousin, Jack Toren, who Mrs. Toren tells us is currently serving as a military advisor in South Vietnam.

"Jake was like a son to me," Mrs. Toren said in a general statement. "But he always took after his uncle more than he did me. I'm proud of him." Mrs. Toren has declined to comment further, respectfully requesting that she be left alone by the media. Sergeant John Chambers' funeral will be held at Trinity Catholic Church on Saturday. The ceremony will be conducted by Father John Corridan.

…

The New York Gazette

Wednesday, April 20th, 1977

11 Year Old Killed by Driver

By: Robert Lawson

Eleven year old John "Jake" Chambers was struck and killed today by a driver while walking towards school on 23rd street. It is currently unclear exactly how the young boy found himself in the middle of the street, though several witnesses claim that he appeared to have been pushed by an unknown assailant into traffic.

A student of the prestigious Piper School, Jake Chambers is described as having been bright, if not sometimes withdrawn, student.

"He was an exceptionally smart child," Bonnie Avery, a teacher at Piper School, said of Jake. "His essays were always a joy to read. I just can't believe that something like this could happen to such a sweet boy."

The NYPD have ruled Chamber's death as an accident, but the boy's parents, Elmer and Laurie Chambers, have demanded a more thorough investigation, calling the efforts of the NYPD…

(Continued on Pg. 11)

…

The New York Gazette

Wednesday, May 11th, 1977

11 Year Old Disappears From Home

Parents Claim Kidnapping

By: Robert Lawson

Eleven year old John "Jake" Chambers disappeared in route towards school yesterday morning. It is currently unclear the exact circumstances of the boy's disappearance though several witnesses have come forward claiming to have seen a child matching Jake's description walking around the Turtle Bay area of Manhattan several hours after his absence from school was reported.

A student of the prestigious Piper School, Jake Chambers is described as having been a bright, if not sometimes withdrawn, student.

"He was an exceptionally smart child," Bonnie Avery, a teacher at Piper School, said of Jake. "His essays were always a joy to read. We were even considering having one of them published by a literary magazine. I just can't believe that something like this could happen to such a sweet boy."

The NYPD have ruled Chamber's disappearance as a runaway case, citing the disappearance of a ruger pistol and a note left by the boy to his parents as primary evidence. However, the boy's parents, Elmer and Laurie Chambers, have demanded a more thorough investigation, calling the efforts of the NYPD…

(Continued on Pg. 7)

…

Weird Tales Magazine

Saturday, August 10th, 1999

A Time Traveler in New York?

By: Susan Fredericks

It's another grand entry into the tales of the weird, strange, and unexplained dear reader as we look into the alleged sighting of a possible time traveler in New York.

An incident occurred earlier this week with the sudden appearance of a boy in the middle of traffic at the intersection of 2nd and 27th. The boy has been described as being between the ages of eleven and thirteen, blonde hair, blue eyed, and handsome to boot.

Nobody seems to know exactly how he ended up in the middle of a busy street, but what is clear is that the boy was not alone. With his pop into our present day timeline came the company of a very strange dog hailing from a breed of mutts whose identity has thus far defied classification, as well as the additional appearance of a much older (and far less handsome) gentleman.

What's more is that it appears that the young mystery man was packing some pretty heavy heat. After nearly being run over by a particularly smelly man in a beat up BMW, the young boy apparently drew a ruger pistol at him, threatening to shoot if he did not apologize.

The day appeared to be drawing towards a tragic conclusion if not for the timely intervention of Reverend Earl Harrigan, local street preacher and founder of the Church of the Holy God Bomb. Harrigan, fully keeping in mind the Gospel telling us to turn the other cheek, promptly decked the foul smelling driver in the face, knocking him out cold and thus ending the standoff.

When asked why he so quickly resorted to violence, particularly when the boy, his dog, and his grumpy grandpa were the clear aggressors, he honorable Reverend Harrigan responded by saying that the trio's sudden and inexplicable appearance in the middle of the street was clear evidence that the hand of God was at work, and that it was every Christian's sacred duty to defend the Lord's messengers.

Should we treat the insane ramblings of a doomsday street preacher as Gospel truth? Here at Weird Tales Magazine you bet your ass we will.

After regaling me with pleasant talk of the End Times, which apparently include God coming again in glory to judge mankind for all of our inequities by dropping massive God Bombs on top of us, (whether these will be Truth Bombs, F-Bombs, or just your standard high explosive ordinance remains unclear) and assuring me of the ultimate damnation of my eternal soul, the gracious Rev. Harrigan kindly informed me that the mysterious boy and accompaniment had announced their plans to head over to the U.N. Plaza Hotel so that they could pick up some sort of mysterious package.

I thanked Rev. Harrigan who then immediately went back to his task of harassing every single unsuspecting pedestrian. And so this intrepid reporter headed over to the U.N. Hotel, determined as always to get to the bottom of this mystery. After presenting my credentials, offering myself up as a highly skilled New York Times journalist (what? Do you really think I was going to tell them that I worked here?), and that I was in hot pursuit of a very serious human interest piece. A number of the staff reported that they did indeed recall a young blonde hair boy entering the hotel with a strange looking dog at his side. One even went so far as to remember that the boy was called Jake.

The manager kindly allowed me to review the security footage of the hotel's main lobby, and sure enough there was a twelve to thirteen year old young, handsome, blonde haired boy with a strange do and old man tagging along behind. Despite repeated viewings I could not catch site nor hair of the ruger pistol. However, I did manage to spot the strange package that Rev. Harrigan had previously made reference to.

Jake, from what I can tell, had come into the possession of a strange, almost otherworldly looking chest made of a pale almost ghost colored wood and inscribed with mysterious runic symbols.

After further questioning it became apparent that the trio had made plans to head towards the World Trade Center. Never one to leave a story half-finished I followed in hot pursuit.

After a full day of asking around and endlessly badgering every World Trade Center employee I came across, I finally obtained permission to view the security footage from the South Tower on the condition that the security guard who granted me access be allowed to take me out for coffee on Thursday. (An arrangement that I fully intend to honor, because I have integrity Dammit.)

But, lo and behold when I reviewed the tapes I found footage of the mystery blonde hair boy and his old grumpy companion, apparently our boy Jake had taken the mysterious chest from the U.N. hotel and placed it in a long term storage locker underneath the South tower. I asked the security guard for permission to examine the contents of said locker, but apparently that would constitute a felony so respectfully I dropped the demand.

With no further leads I trekked back to my apartment, fired up my trusty computer, and logged on to the World Wide Web. On a hunch I visited the NYPD web page and began surfing, eventually meandering to the missing children's section. There I searched for Jake, plugging in the relative information about his age, appearance, and estimated height.

Hundreds of pictures and no luck.

I tried John next. Jake, after all, could just be a nickname.

Still nothing.

Never one to give up I tried Johnathan next. At around 1:00 a.m. after hundreds of pictures and several cups of coffee, plus one or two visits to the little girl's room, I finally found him.

Johnathan Chambers, age eleven, height 61 inches, blonde hair and blue eyes. The police report even mentioned a ruger pistol which had been stolen from his father's drawer. The picture on file was a spitting image of the footage I had seen of Jake earlier that day. There is just one catch.

The Jake I had found in the NYPD database has been missing since 1977.

How did this boy, who records show had run away from home over twenty-two years ago, show back up in New York with an old man and a dog in tow, threaten a strangers life, make a street preacher believe that angels are real, and deliver a strange wooden chest to the basement of the South Tower at the World Trade Center all without having aged a single day?"

That, dear reader, is a question I cannot answer, but what I can guarantee you is that New York City will never suffer a shortage of tales of the strange and weird.

Now if you'll excuse me, I have a coffee date to go to.

…

Journal of Nancy Deepneau

CEO Tet Corporation

September 10th, 2001

It's nearly midnight and I can't sleep.

Decades of research. Decades of expanding upon Dr. Halsey's work. Decades of peering into alternate universes and timelines; opening doors and windows into other dimensions and painstakingly removing a few splinters from the stone pillar of reality. Yet still, we have never figured out a way to remove that sinking feeling in your gut when you know what is about to happen. That in the morning when I turn on the T.V. I'll already know the images I will be subjected to. Have already seen them before.

Still, I can't sleep.

Dr. Halsey does not seem the least perturbed about the moral quandary we find ourselves in. She may be pushing eighty, but her mind is as sharp as ever. To her the answer is simple. Sacrifice the few in order to save the many. I doubt that is her only motivation though. I know that a large part of her wants to see if her theories will be proven correct, and tomorrow morning she will be sitting in front of the T.V. with rapt attention.

But of course her theories will be proven correct. They always are. There is a reason Cortana never forgave her for what happened during the war. Never forgave her for what happened to John. She confided in me once that more than anything, in all the infinite number of universes, in all the infinite versions of herself that must exist, she wants to discover at least one version of herself that at last found redemption.

I'm not sure if she was being genuine or just emotionally manipulative. Probably the later, but that's not important. What is important is that tomorrow two-thousand people are going to die, and we are not going to lift a single finger to try and save them.

Why? Because of the Artifact of course. We have spent decades hunting it down, pouring over sources and tales of people from other worlds and other universes. The Green Children of Woolpit, the Utsuro Bune, Jerome, the Walk-Ins, the man from Taured, the odyssey of Jake Chambers. Now we have finally tracked the artifact to the basement of the South Tower, and there it will stay until nature takes its course.

That Artifact predates the very universe we live in. Older than time itself. The pinnacle of the Great Old Ones technology, and if placed into the wrong hands it could potentially destroy existence itself.

Two-thousand lives seems like a small pittance compared to the continued survival of the entire cosmos, but that thought does little to make me feel better. Either way tomorrow it will be all over. If a one-hundred and ten story building collapsing on top of it doesn't destroy it, I don't know what will.

…

Journal of Nancy Deepneau

CEO Tet Corporation

October 17th, 2001

It Still Lives.


	60. Chapter 52: Setting the Stage

Part IV: DEUS VULT

_Nyarlathotep…the crawling chaos…I am the last…I will tell the audient void._

_And through this revolting graveyard of the Universe the muffled, maddening, beating drums, and thin, monotonous whine of blasphemous flutes from inconceivable, unlighted chambers beyond Time; the detestable pounding and piping where unto dance slowly, awkwardly, and absurdly the gigantic, Tenebrae ultimate gods—the blind, voiceless, mindless gargoyles whose soul is Nyarlathotep. _

_H.P. Lovecraft_

Chapter 52: Setting the Stage

_There was a pitter patter. A soft yearning sound. The stretching of a moment into a single bauble of time and memory. The rain splattered against the window, the single soft dim light of a shade covered lamp doing just enough to blind him to the world outside. This should have concerned him, the survivalist part of him yearning to know what danger laid in the black screen pressed up against the rain soaked glass. _

_Yet, he did not care. Very strange. He felt at ease. Relaxed, comfortable, safe. Very strange indeed, for even when he was at his most relaxed the Spartan always kept one wary eye open for danger. An instinct that had been drilled into him so deeply he was no longer thought about it. It was as sure a reflex as blinking or breathing or the beating of his heart. Only in its absence did John fully realize that he had possessed it in the first place. _

_He looked up, blinking once as his eyes adjusted to the light. The ceiling was a plain dull white, a single fan hanging low over top John's head. It swirled slowly, tuning and turning. Faster at the tip of the fan blades, slower at the middle, yet all parts no matter what the speed completed a single revolution at precisely the same time. A miracle of physics. John found himself fascinated by it. _

_He was lying on a bed. Much softer than the hard cots he was used to. Something warm was pressed up against him. Something soft and undeniably feminine. John turned his head, and electric blue eyes met his. _

_"__Cortana?"_

_Cortana smiled at him, creases forming at the corners of her eyes, the gap between her two front teeth briefly becoming visible. He could smell her. The scent of lavender and soap, her raven black hair was still damp, the covers clinging to her bare shoulders. Cortana wrapped her legs around his, curling into him, her nose less than an inch from his. _

_"__Are you that surprised to see me?" she asked. There was playfulness and mischief in her question. There always was with her. _

_John's eyebrows furrowed in puzzlement. None of this was right. None of this was normal. Yet, it felt both right and normal. Like this moment, this intimacy always had been and always will be. Cautiously he stretched out a hand, a single finger searching for her cheek. He withdrew it suddenly when he encountered resistance. _

_No, it was not the resistance that made him withdraw his hand. It was the softness and the five and the warmth. The feeling of bone underneath her skin, and the way her cheeks blushed red against her pale luminous skin as he touched her. He withdrew only for a moment before his hand went in again. His finger brushed against her hair and Cortana sighed, closing her eyes and pressing his hand into her cheek, lips planning a soft kiss into the center of his palm. _

_"__I lost you," John said. The last syllable wavered, though none would have been able to tell except her. She smiled again. The smile was enough to break him. There was danger in that smile._

_"__Are you so sure I ever left?" she asked. She reached out and thumped his temple with her own slender finger. "You do seem to have me still floating around here. Seems that even when I'm gone I'm still in your head."_

_"__It's not the same."_

_"__Oh? Is having me in your dreams not enough for you anymore?"_

_No," John said forcefully. The level of conviction surprised even him. "It's just a memory."_

_Cortana sighed, rubbing the tips of her fingers through his short brown hair. "Of course it is," she whispered to him. "But look how far that memory has gotten you. What do you think you'll find once you go through the doorway?" She shook he head. "Just a memory. That's all."_

_"__No," John said. "That's not enough."_

_"__That's all you have," Cortana said. "What do you think the doorway leads to? What do you think the Guardians are leading you to? Do you even know what the Domain is? The last vestige of the Prim. The embodiment of living time. The repository for the collective memory of the entire universe." She closed her eyes and sighed. "No, of course you don't. It's just like you to jump into a situation guns blazing." She moved her body closer to him. John could feel the heat of her breath on his face. "You can only retrieve from the Domain what you already know, and as beautiful and as touching as your memory of me is, it's still just a memory. Incomplete and imperfect."_

_"__You don't trust me?" John asked. His lips twitched upwards when Cortana gave an exasperated chuckle._

_"__It's not about trust. It's about you being human," she said. "If you go through the doorway all you will find is an echo. A shadow of what I once was." She leaned in closer, their noses almost touching. Her electric blue eyes engulfed him. "You need help. Someone who's memory is perfect and older than the universe itself. You need Him."_

_There was a noise beyond the bedroom. Beyond the door which stood a jar. It was the sound of a crying infant. Cortana looked toward the sound, coming back to him with the sad smile which had haunted his dreams for nearly two years. "Find Him," she whispered. Yet she meant more than what the word Him implied. There was weight behind it. A greater meaning that he could not quite grasp. "He will give you everything you need to find me. He will lead you to Jack, and Jack will lead you to me."_

_Jack? Who the hell was Jack? John searched his own memories but could not find him. Before he could reflect on it further he felt Cortana's lips press up against his. It was sweet, even innocent, but the kiss stirred something deep inside him. An instinct which had lain dormant for far too long. _

_Far sooner than what he would have liked Cortana withdrew from the kiss, untangled her legs from his, and slipped out of bed and moved towards the infant's whimpering cries. _

_"__Wait," John called out to her, but felt himself paralyzed. He was helpless as he watched Cortana walk through the door and down the hallway. She opened up another door and the hallway was flooded with light. John only caught fleeting glimpses of what was on the other side. The circle of a mobile, the bars of a crib, the squeak of a toy as Cortana kicked it aside, a toy train in the middle of the room. Cortana reached into the crib and pulled out a form wrapped in blankets. _

_She said something soothing to the bundle, but it was like watching a silent film. Her words never made it to John. Drowned out by the rotating fan, chopping through the air like helicopter blades and creating a dull roar. _

_The roar grew louder until it became deafening, the wind kicked up by the blades blowing hard against the bedroom walls. Bit by bit the walls were torn away by the wind, dissolving into nothing, like sand in the ocean, until nothing but Cortana and the bundle remained. _

_They were standing in the middle of an open field, helicopters swirling around them. Soldiers in uniforms that were centuries old ran across the field, firing their weapons as they went. Bullets filled the air with the buzzing of angry hornets. John tried to yell at Cortana to get down, but he could not raise his voice above the sound of the helicopters. _

_A young boy, rifle in hand, ran close to Cortana, sweat and grease and mud covering his brow. He raised his rifle to fire at some unseen enemy hidden in the dense line of jungle in front of him but his foe, whomever and whatever that may have been, was far faster. The young boy, for he was not quite yet a man, jerked forward as a whizzing bullet passed through his forehead and exited out the back of his skull in a shower of pink mist. _

_Cortana was caught by the spray, scarlet red rain drops drenching her face. She did not notice the macabre shower that had hit her, her eyes still dazzling and her mouth still forming the soothing smile of a mother even as the blood trickled down in slow globules to the nape of her neck. She appeared as a madwoman even as she continued to rock the bundle in her arms, explosions and bullets and death swirling all around her. She pain none of it any mind. _

_A man walked in front of her, firing his own rifle with deliberate intent, and he was indeed a man. Dark het black hair, broad muscular shoulders, and a thin scar decorating one of his cheeks. He was tall, a full foot taller than Cortana, and perhaps half an inch taller than John himself. His skin was deeply tan, almost burnt looking. The look of a man who had spent most of his adult life outdoors. His features were rugged and handsome, but not handsome in the barbaric almost animalistic way that John was handsome. The man's ruggedness came from years of hardship, yet underneath the dirt, grime, and stubble was the hint of more delicate features. A softness that reminded John exclusively of Cortana. _

_Jack ceased firing and lowered his rifle. Calmly, his eyes met John's. He could see him, and as Jack stared into his father's bombardier blue eyes, he saw his own reflected back at him. _

_There was an explosion in the distance, a rush of fire and napalm running towards the four of them like a horde of raging beasts. Like the Flood made into flame and ash. The napalm surged forward, claiming everything in its path. It surged towards Cortana and the bundle. _

_John found himself yelling. Yelling something, though he did not know what. An indecipherable outburst of anguish and even fear. Cortana became engulfed by the flame, and all the while Jack just stared. It was the look of futility that he gave John. It was the look of fate. _

_And all the while Cortana burned, her skin turning black and her hair into ash, the soft smile never once left her lips. _

_…_

January 1st, 2562 (Military Calendar) Interior of Alesia

Seven Days before the Battle of Alesia

There was a bright light in John's face, a buzzing in his ear. He opened an eye and immediately closed it again, the light stabbing through his retina and going straight into his brain where it caused a dull throb. The buzzing did little to help the headache, and when he opened his eyes again it was at a squint. As his pupils adjusted he realized where the unbearable brightness was coming from, the displays on his HUD having been adjusted to their maximum settings. The brightness dimmed, and the buzzing ceased.

"Finally," Joyeuse chirped in his ear. She sounded rather exasperated. "I've only been trying to wake you for the past sixty-eight seconds."

"You could do it a little gentler next time," John said gruffly. His back was sore, the jagged rocks he had been resting on acting as a poor mattress.

Joyeuse appeared in his HUD, a splash of pink which livened up the otherwise drab and dull environment they found themselves in. She looked irritated, folding her arms over her chest and huffing at him. "You're supposed to be the legendary Master Chief. A pin drop should be enough to wake you up."

"It should," John agreed, and Joyeuse noted the worry in his voice. This was indeed not normal for him; had begun long before his nap in the pelican and his dream of a giant turtle. What Joyeuse found annoying was that the Master Chief was too stubborn and hardheaded to admit when something was wrong, making her natural and pragmatic inclination to help him all that more difficult to fulfill.

Still, her face softened towards him. "They're getting worse aren't they?"

"Not worse. Just more…vivid." He sat up, got into a crouching position, and looked around.

Fireteam Majestic had perched themselves on top of a tall plateau, the Spartan's finding cover in a large outcropping of boulders. The whole area around them was barren desert, though in the distance the fireteam could make out the greenery of dense foliage. The plateau along with their nest of boulders provided them with several advantages, the first and foremost being the ability to have a clear line of site on the Covenant's main area of operations.

Mdama had centered most of his ships around the large Forerunner structure, its angular architecture pushing upwards like a series of ancient obelisks. From what Joyeuse had been able to gather that was Alesia's main control room. The structure was massive to say the least, Joyeuse informing him that the entire complex was slightly larger than the island of Manhattan on Earth. It was perfectly circular in shape, with large entry ways leading to the interior and arranged in such a way around the circumference of the complex and designed in such a fashion that John was easily reminded of images of Stonehenge he had once seen.

Above him John heard the warble of Covenant engines and instinctively he moved further into the shadows. A trio of Banshees circled lazily overhead, but they caused John little alarm. The Covenant regularly sent aerial patrols out in this direction, but with nothing except desert hardpan for a few hundred square kilometers in every direction the Covenant patrols were far more likely to become bored than they were to remain diligent. They were also far enough away from the main Covenant base of operations that no ground patrols ever made it as far as their position.

Still, it had been a full week since they had entered the interior of Alesia, and John was growing restless. A week watching, waiting, observing. A week of keeping their ear to the ground and looking for any sign, and clue as to the whereabouts of Halsey or Mdama, or (though John admitted this to no member of Majestic other than Joyeuse) any sign of hint of the enigmatic doorway. It would be foolish to rush in guns blazing without full Intel. John knew this from experience, but he also knew that indecision could be just as costly as a poor decision. He would have to act eventually. Sooner rather than later.

"Anything new?" Master Chief asked as he waited for the banshees to finish their flyover.

Joyeuse huffed. He only asked her that question at least twenty times a day. "Nothing," she said, sound as frustrated as he felt. "Plenty of information regarding supply depots, troop deployments, weapon emplacements, and your usual religious mumbo jumbo. I've sent all the relevant details to a file in your HUD, but as to Halsey and Mdama the Covenant are being unusually disciplined as to their whereabouts. I can tell you plenty about what Halsey is up to, poking her nose around ancient technology and the like, but nothing about where she actually is. It's almost as if the Covenant know that we're here."

"They do know what we're here," John grunted. The banshees finally finished their flyover and John eased out of his hiding spot. He looked directly up and got an instant feeling of vertigo.

A dyson sphere. That's what Halsey would have called it. Unlike Requiem, Alesia's interior was more akin to a spherical Halo. Or as Madsen aptly put it, a planet that had been pulled inside out so that the crust and the atmosphere faced inward.

Looking up meant not looking out into space, but instead looking inward to the very center of the planet, and beyond that John could see the outline of continents, and even the eye of a slowly moving Hurricane.

But it was the center of Alesia that worried John most. It was what was at the center that made him know that the time of waiting and observing had to come to an end. There, at the very heart of Alesia, its mass the size of a planetoid. The size of High Charity. There, with a glowing sun at its center sending light and warmth to the rest of the dyson sphere, with its very bottom resting at the center of the Forerunner Stonehenge like compound, was another Composer.


	61. Chapter 53: When is a Door

PART IV: DEUS VULT

**A/N: I want to start off by acknowledging a small continuity error in the last chapter. I stated in the last chapter that Majestic had been inside of Alesia for seven days and that seven days remained before the beginning of the Battle of Alesia. This was wrong, and reflects my poor glassed planets memory. I will go back and fix the previous chapter as soon as I find time to do so, but for now please keep in mind the amended timeline. Majestic has only been inside of Alesia for no greater than 72 hours, and the events in this and the previous chapter take place on January 3****rd**** 2562, four days before the Battle of Alesia. **

**P.S. I dedicate this, and the next two chapters, to my friend Ladywolvesbayne. **

Chapter 53: When is a Door…

Joyeuse was restless.

Certainly understandable. Smart AI's, especially AI's of Joyeuse's caliber, were never content with just standing still. They needed to grow, expand, research. To learn, to consume every little bit of knowledge. Never mind that it was the very pursuit of knowledge that would inevitably lead to her decent into rampancy. Ai's needed information like humans needed air, only that very air which sustained them was also laced with poison.

Still, Joyeuse understood why the Master Chief was being so cautious. They were ludicrously outnumbered and deep behind enemy lines. They had quickly found it impossible to make contact with the surface, and they certainly could not extract without accomplishing any of their mission objectives. Provided, of course, that the Covenant did not discover the hiding place of their Pelican beforehand. She understood perfectly well that sitting still and waiting for the right opportunity to present itself was the best course of action at the moment.

Yet, she still yearned to reach out. To dip her mind in the deep streams of Forerunner data. To sink into it until she was completely submerged. It was not an unbearable urge. Cortana had certainly suffered far worse aboard the Dawn, and Joyeuse had six active Spartans plus Covenant comms to monitor. It only used up a fraction of her processing power, but it was enough to keep her from being completely bored out of her holographic skull.

God, how did Cortana do it? Five years of nothing but her own thoughts and the promise that if she held on long enough she might get to see her Spartan again?

Okay, if you pushed Joyeuse into a corner she would say that she would endure five years of silent hell for Victor, if only to make sure he made it out of that cryo tube alive, but John? No offense to her older sister but Joyeuse did not fancy John to be that great of a catch. He was stubborn, hardheaded, single minded, grumpy, driven, loyal, trustworthy, and would fight through an entire army of combat forms just to rescue you…

Okay, maybe Joyeuse could understand why her big sis had a soft spot for the grumpy old bastard. And, if you really wanted to put the screws to her, Joyeuse might be able to admit that she had a bit of a soft spot for him as well. What could she say? There was something oddly romantic about traveling halfway across the galaxy and compromising every single ideal you had ever held based solely on the extremely small probability that you could recover an AI that everyone else agreed had been destroyed.

Romantic, or the result of someone who was very mentally disturbed, but that was alright. Joyeuse liked crazy.

John began talking to her, asking for an update as a patrol of Banshees flew overhead. If her avatar had been activated she would have given him a well-deserved eye roll, even briefly considered appearing in his HUD to do just that, but decided against it. Instead she spun off a quick subroutine which gave him a formulaic answer while she continued to monitor the comms and think about their current situation.

Was there anything new? What kind of ridiculous question was that? Their situation had not changed for the past seven days. The most Joyeuse had heard was status updates about Dr. Halsey's research, but that was severely hampered by the fact that the Elites simply did not understand Halsey's theories or work, nor did they understand Forerunner technology as much as they liked to think that they did.

But there were three things about Halsey's activities that Joyeuse was absolutely sure of. That Mdama had her working on trying to activate the Composer, on bringing the Promethean Army to Alesia, and that Halsey was not trying particularly hard to accomplish either.

The Composer. John was staring at it again, and through his eyes Joyeuse stared at it as well. There was neurological activity, Joyeuse seeing that the Chief was accessing the long term memory centers of his brain. She could not read his mind per say, but she could observe his neural patterns, even feel his emotions, and from this data she was effectively able to predict what the Spartan was thinking with a high degree of accuracy. Joyeuse knew exactly what memory e was accessing.

"It's as large as High Charity alright," Joyeuse said, John grunting his agreement. "If this Composer were outside Alesia it could be classified as an artificial planetoid. My question is why make one so large?"

"More firepower?" John offered.

"Possibly," Joyeuse granted. "It's certainly takes a lot more juice to power that bad boy from the energy readings I'm getting off of it, though right now it seems to be serving the same purpose that the Forerunner Keyship at the heart of High Charity was serving. An energy source rather than an energy guzzler."

"But…" John prompted her. There was always an alternate theory that Joyeuse wanted to dive into. She was very much like Cortana in that respect.

"But," Joyeuse went on. "There is a matter of convenience. While this supersized Composer might pack more firepower than the one you encountered it certainly is much less portable."

"Is portability really something the Forerunners have to worry about?"

"Almost certainly," Joyeuse answered. "It's not just moving an object through normal space that you have to consider. That presents difficulties in and of itself, but after that there is also slipspace travel. I won't go into the exact details, the nature of slipspace is something that even most Smart AI's have trouble with, but let's just say that the larger an object's mass as it travels through slipspace the greater likelihood for anomalies becomes. I can't even begin to imagine how the Forerunners managed to move all the Halo's around without causing anomalies on a galactic scale."

"Maybe they did," John offered.

"Maybe…" Joyeuse agreed. "Either way, I venture that this Composer is meant to be a permanent fixture. Also, since I doubt even Forerunner engineering would have been able to slipspace an object 400 km tall inside of a Shieldworld without some difficulty, my guess is that it was built here."

"Right," John said. "So…what are we going to do about it?"

Joyeuse gave him a bright smile which illuminated the interior of his HUD. "I was wondering when you were going to come up with a plan to blow it up."

"No," John said firmly. "We have strict orders to capture, not destroy, any Composer we come across."

Joyeuse frowned. "No offense Chief, but how exactly do you plan on capturing _that? _That thing is bigger than most moons, and is surrounded by five Covenant ships."

"Then we'll blow up the ships," John said simply.

In his HUD Joyeuse began rubbing the bridge of her nose. "Okay, let me get this straight, see if I'm following your line of reasoning. First we blow up the Covenant fleet…somehow. You haven't provided me with any information on how we'll pull that off, so I'm just going to assume that we make ship up as we go along."

"Affirmative," John said.

"Brilliant," Joyeuse exclaimed. "So after that's done, and assuming we're not all dead, we'll find Mdama and put a bullet in his spine, then rescue Halsey and we'll all take a leisurely ride back to the surface."

"Before that," John reminded her. "We find the doorway."

"Of course," Joyeuse said, exasperated. "How could I forget? Then we find this mystical magical doorway that we know nothing about, hop on in, bring Cortana back from the dead, and then escape this dyson sphere of doom. Does that sound about right?"

John nodded his head once.

"We're all going to die," Joyeuse muttered.

"We'll be fine."

"You know, that might have worked with Cortana, but I'm far less susceptible to bullshit. What you're proposing is impossible."

"We're Spartans. Impossible is part of our job description."

Joyeuse sighed. "Chief, let's be realistic here. If we can keep a low enough profile we might, just might, be able to breech the Covenant defenses, take out Jul Mdama and recover Halsey. Then, if we are extremely lucky we might be able to locate the doorway and retrieve Cortana. Then, we can go to the surface and have Romanov come with Infinity and mop up the rest."

"And how many soldiers will die doing that?" John asked. Joyeuse was silent, and after a few moments John began speaking again. "We don't even know what's going on up there. We've had no contact with Romanov or the Battle Group. We don't even know if there will be a fleet left when we go to the surface, and I won't let other soldiers die because we didn't finish the fight." He let out a long breath, and his mouth felt dry. He never liked talking this much. Like Mendez had told him a long time ago a true leader did much and said little, letting others follow him by his example rather than his words, but this had to be done. Joyeuse and him needed to be on the same page, now more than ever.

"You know," Joyeuse said. "You don't talk much, but when you do you talk good Chief. Alright, I'm in."

"Thank you, Joyeuse," John said gratefully, and he truly was grateful. He did not have the time nor the inclination to continue a debate with her when there was work to be done.

"But Chief, next time you want to do a suicide mission, kindly tell me before we hand out for three days in the middle of a desert counting rocks."

"You haven't just been counting rocks, have you?"

"Of course not. With all the traffic I've been monitoring I can tell you the exact location of every ship, wraith, phantom, banshee, infantry unit, fixed position, and supply depot inside of the planet."

Then that's a start," Chief said. "Give me the location of the nearest and most isolated Covenant outpost you can find."

"Already done," Joyeuse said, setting a waypoint in his HUD. "Approximately 40 km arbitrary west. There is one closer to us but far less isolated. These guys will never be expecting us. I take it you've formulated a plan already."

"Always."

"Alrighty then," Joyeuse said. "Since you're so hell bent on sending all of us to our deaths, you can tell the rest of the Fireteam."

"No one is going to die," John said. The ease at which the lie came surprised him. The Master Chief did not do lies well. Omitting information sure, such a skill was necessary when one worked so closely with ONI, but an outright lie was beyond him. It was not that he thought that some or most of Majestic was going to die, for he was resolutely determined to keep them all alive. It was that he knew; no knew is the wrong word, for the premonition of dreams, despite how accurate they had proven to be, should not be misinterpreted as revelation. No, John felt like he was going to die.

It was a feeling that went far beyond what the turtle had told him. It was as if a subtle pull had seized his entire body, like a deadly riptide sucking an unfortunate swimmer out to see and to his watery doom. Something was lurking over him. A force far more ancient than himself. If he was the type of man who indulged in imagination he might have reflected on this feeling further, but as it was the Master Chief merely acknowledged its presence.

He was teetering on the edge of an indescribably vast precipice, ready to fall into the void at a moment's notice. He did not have the mind to wonder what force or entity had placed him there much less wonder at what may lie beyond and within the dark abyss, but he did have the mind to finish what still needed to be done.

Complete the mission, find Cortana. Those were his only thoughts. In some strange way it already felt like he had already recovered her, Cortana's data chip laying in the palm of his hand. Already done. Already a memory. It was the fact that what came afterwards was nothing more than immeasurable blankness within the Spartan's mind that let him know that this may very well be the end.

So be it. He was prepared for it, and he was going to make damn sure that he took out as many Covenant bastards as he could before it happened.

…

Madsen moved restlessly in his prone position, blinking furiously as he stared down the scope of his sniper rifle. His left eye itched. The type of itch that was not unbearable at first, but which persisted through such a length of time and with such stubbornness that it could drive a man mad not to scratch it. Right now Madsen was being driven mad.

It was one of the few drawbacks that the Mjolnir helmet produced. Not being able to scratch your eye or any other part of your face that you wanted to. He finally understood why Palmer had gone without her helmet so often, and for the life of him could not understand how Master Chief could go for so long without ever taking it off.

Not that he really knew much about the guy anyway. Two years with him and he knew little more about the man behind the helmet other than his first name.

The itch went away of its own accord and Madsen was finally able to get comfortable. He gazed down the scope of his sniper rifle, the Covenant outpost below him.

"What do we have Madsen?" Master Chief buzzed in his ear.

"Um," Madsen said, doing a mental count. "Looks like we have at least six, nah make that seven split chins. Six blue, one red. Plenty of Grunts and Jackals but it looks like the two groups are having a bit of a fight right now. Elite is trying to break them up. Got one sniper tower, two Jackals inside. If I didn't know better I'd say the two are placing bets on who that red Elite is going to stomp first."

"Do you have an eye on their communications tower?" Joyeuse asked.

Madsen made another quick sweep of the area. He spied it quickly. Not much of a tower in his opinion. It was a short stubby looking thing set on three legs, its fat purple body raising up about three meters off the ground, its antenna reminding Madsen of a flower, or more like a weed, a sickly green glow emanating from the center.

"Got it," Madsen said. "About twenty meters behind the sniper tower on the left flank closest to Grant's position."

"Acknowledged," Chief said. "Grant, you secure the comm. tower while me and Thorne sweep around the right flank."

"Affirmative," Grant said.

"Got your back Chief," responded Thorne.

"DeMarco, you rush up the middle. Draw as much attention as you can while me and Thorne flank."

"Cannon fodder duty then?" DeMarco asked, sounding more than a bit disgruntled.

"Yes."

"Great. You know if I didn't know any better I'd say that the man upstairs has it in for me."

"Hey," Madsen interjected. "At least you don't have a crazy AI trying to kill you in your sleep."

"Well…yeah that's true."

"Madsen," Chief said, getting the team back on track. "I want you to take out the red Elite first then move on to the two Jackals in the tower."

"Got it."

"Nobody moves until Madsen takes the first shot."

Four acknowledgement lights winked on, and then one yellow.

"What about me?"

Madsen glanced to his side. He had almost forgotten that Hoya was right there next to him propped up against a boulder, shotgun laying in his lap.

"You continue to pull security for Madsen," Chief said brusquely.

"Always get the glamorous jobs don't I?"

"Quit complaining and just focus on covering my ass," Madsen said.

"Hey, I thought you were the ass watching expert."

"Jesus Christ, it was just one time alright. Besides, did you see what Joyeuse was wearing? If she didn't want me looking at her ass then she shouldn't have changed her hologram to look like that."

"I'm going to pretend that I didn't hear that," Joyeuse said, her voice oddly cold.

Madsen cursed, realizing too late that he had left the team comm. on.

"So," Hoya said. "Do you want me to give you a shovel, or are you fine digging a hole by yourself?"

"Shut up," Madsen spat. Hoya gave a warm, dark chuckle, but Madsen ignored it. Instead he focused his targeting reticule on the red Elite. The tall alien stood between a feuding Grunt and Jackal, each holding on to the end of a hideously grotesque looking piece of meat and playing a game of tug of war. A number of grunts and Jackals had circled the pair, each side throwing their own cheers and taunts in alien tongues.

Finally the red Elite seemed to have had enough, and with a roar he brought the butt of his plasma rifle down on the grunt's head, knocking him out. The elite then turned on the Jackal, grabbing the scrawny bird like creature by the neck and lifting him off the ground until the Jackal was eye level.

Madsen's sniper rifle roared, and the Jackal was splattered with purple blood. The Elite collapsed in a bloody heap, pinning the stunned Jackal underneath. Pandemonium ensued. Grunts panicked, Jackals activated their energy shields, and Elites barked orders. Into the chaos ran DeMarco, DMR blazing. He tossed a grenade into a cluster of Jackals and when it detonated the anarchy was complete. All fire was now concentrated on DeMarco who ducked and swerved in and out of cover, firing as he went.

Madsen swiveled his sniper rifle to the left, and caught one of the snipers in between the eyes. The other sniper turned around alarmed as his comrade's body fell heavily to the floor. Madsen fired again, and a hole opened up in the Jackal's chest. Madsen then turned his attention to the Covenant comm. tower. He spotted Grant moving among the shadows, and in a burst of automatic fire she swiftly killed the three grunts who had been standing guard by it. She crouched low in the shadow of the tower, eyes tracking the elite that was running towards it. No doubt to send a distress signal. Before she could take proper aim a heavy round smashed through the Elite's skull, the spent bullet splashing the dirt in front of him.

"That was my kill," Grant said irritably.

"Didn't call dibs," Madsen said as he reloaded, the comment earning him a heavy huff in his ear. He turned his attention back to the main skirmish. DeMarco was still ducking and weaving his way through enemy fire, but his luck was wearing thin. A Grunt hefted a fuel rod gun and fired several shots in quick succession. DeMarco was able to avoid all but one, the last bright green round landing less than a meter away from him. DeMarco's shields failed on him, and his body was flung several meters in the air.

"Shit," Madsen muttered underneath his breath as he quickly shot the grunt with the fuel rod gun. From the corner of his eyes he saw the Master Chief and Thorne run from the far right flank into the thick of battle. Thorne swerved left, plasma rounds lapping at his feet, a long winding trail of Jackals and grunts following in his wake. John headed straight for the first Elite he saw, emptying an entire clip into the reptilian alien until the warrior finally went down.

He immediately encountered another Elite, and rather reloading he leapt forward. Several bursts of plasma splattered against his energy shield, dropping the meter below half way. It was too little too late for the Sangheili. John placed the spent assault rifle on his back and tackled the alien, wrestling the beast to the ground in a head lock.

The Elite struggled violently, its hooved feet gouging parallel trenches into the ground. There was a quick jerk as Master Chief broke the alien's neck, and the legs stopped moving.

A third Elite roared, all of its mandibles bared, the familiar cry of "Demon" echoing from its throat. The creature rushed John, swinging the butt of its plasma rifle at John's head, but the Master Chief ducked just in time. From his crouched position he withdrew his combat knife, using all the stored power in his legs to strike upwards, sinking the knife deep into the Elite's vulnerable groin.

The alien's eyes went wide, his body curling into a sort of standing fetal position. John rose up, raising his combat knife high above his head. He made a violent downward slash across the Elite's exposed neck, purple blood splattering against his shields. He went to resheath his knife, and with the same hand grabbed another magazine. In one fluid motion he withdrew the assault rifle from his back and slammed the magazine home. He leveled the assault rifle at three remaining Grunts, and before they could even raise their plasma pistols in response he let out three short controlled bursts. The grunts fell in a heap, one on top of the other. There was a loud crack from Madsen's sniper rifle, and the final Elite fell some meters away.

"Hostiles clear," John said coolly. "Majestic, sound off."

Four green lights winked on in John's HUD, and one yellow one.

"Hoya," the Master Chief said sharply. To Joyeuse he sounded like a strict grade school principal.

Hoya's status light winked green. It was very much a "Fuck you, I'm bored," green, but John would take it. There was a time and a place for Hoya's "talents" to be sure, but this was not one of them. John needed this raid to go off quickly and smoothly, and Hoya had a history of being reckless.

"Take me to the comm. tower. I want to send out a signal as soon as possible," Joyeuse said.

John nodded. He looked briefly over at Thorne who was surrounded by a pile of dead Jackals and one of the other Elites. "Start policing these bodies. I don't want the Covenant patrol to think anything is wrong when they come back. Grant, come help Thorne. Madsen and Hoya stay in over watch."

"Understood," three voices sounded off at once. Hoya was silent, but John felt that was a battle best left unfought for now.

"DeMarco," John said, coming across the Spartan who just moments before had been blown clear across the battlefield. He assessed DeMarco quickly, Joyeuse filling his HUD with DeMarco's bio stats. The whole left side of his armor was burnt black clear up to his helmet. A few bruised ribs. Some minor swelling in his ankle.

"I'm fine Chief," DeMarco said before John could ask him. "I said my status was green right?"

Behind his visor John closed his eyes. They had not even completed step on of their mission and already he had come close to breaking his promise to Joyeuse.

"Good work Spartan. Go help Grant and Thorne with the bodies."

DeMarco stared at the Master Chief as he walked away, and then cracked a large, self-indulgent, toothy grin. "Good work. Hell yeah." He remained in a good mood even as he limped towards the others, a rising feeling of warmth and pride growing in his chest.
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Chapter 54: Not a Door?

Forty Kilometers arbitrary west of their original forward operating base the ground was much softer. They were still in the desert to be sure, the intense heat of the place creating strange mirages on the horizon line. It was a queer effect, and one that John had experienced before on Halo. Since the horizon curved up, and since the dyson sphere was, as its name suggested, spherical, there was essentially no sky, only massive landmasses off in the far distance. John was staring at one now, a mountain peak as tall as Everest deep in Earth's Himalayas.

With his enhanced vision he could easily s summit through a light spattering of white clouds. The mountain struck up into the open air, full of a defiance that only things completely saturated in age and ancient quality could possibly muster.

John was gazing at the summit yet he did not have to look up in order to see it. Instead he was looking straight ahead, looking at the miles high summit as if he were looking at it from the air. A snow covered peak. Majestic and frozen.

But then the heat rose from the desert, and the white snow seemed to melt in the humid flickering glaze. Ice and fire playing together before his very eyes.

"Here we are," Joyeuse said, shaking the Master Chief from his brief day dream.

John tore his eye away from the mountain and looked downward to a far less pleasing sight. The communications tower pulsated its sickish green low, a series of purple, red, and green lights and flashes illuminating the control panel which protruded from one of the short stubby legs.

John made no movement, but Joyeuse could read his neural patterns just fine. A bioelectrical signal was sent from his brain down to his right hand. His right index finger had just barely moved a fraction of a centimeter before Joyeuse chirped in his ear.

"No need to yank me. Just make contact with the tower and we should be fine." John grunted and stretched out his hand, placing his palm flat against the control panel.

In a similar way Joyeuse did so as well, stretching out a small part of herself to make contact with the tower. She smiled internally. It had been just as she thought. This outpost, as were all the others, functioned as a base of operations for Covenant perimeter patrols. That patrol, which consisted of a single Phantom, was due back shortly. The outpost and the patrol were required to make frequent status updates approximately every thirty minutes. While Joyeuse could have forged such a status update remotely, she suspected that the comm. tower had safeguards in place. A code or password that was unique to the tower alone. While she might have been able to figure out the code eventually, they had to take out the outpost anyway. No sense in making extra work for herself when she could just access the machine directly.

She worked quickly, running through all the broadcasts made by the red elite to the patrol. Using those speech patterns as a template, she perfectly mimicked the elite's voice and sent out a false broadcast.

All is clear. Free to come home.

She waited just long enough to receive a response, the phantom pilot sounding more than relieved that he could finally take a break from staring at empty desert. Then she sent out another message, this time to Mdama's flagship requesting a rendezvous for supplies. If all went well they should be able to hijack the phantom, and then use her ultimate powers of persuasion to bluff their way onto the capitol ship. Then it would be a simple matter of commandeering the vessel, plugging her into the system, and then using her superior ship to ship fighting skills to blow the rest of the Covenant vessels out of the sky.

Simple right?

Well, Joyeuse did have to admit that on some level it had worked before. Cortana had destroyed several Covenant vessels during First Strike, and Joyeuse had even commandeered a vessel during the Fall of Sanghelios. Still, something felt different this time. Inside of a dyson sphere was much different than open space. They would have nowhere to run. Nowhere to fall back, and no back up plan in the event that things went wrong.

And things always went wrong.

She got a response back from the flagship. The Quartermaster seemed rather irritated, and Joyeuse knew it was because the Covenant had only brought into Alesia what was already on their ships, and supplies were slowly dwindling. Despite the irritation and the reticence, Joyeuse was all clear to make a supply run. Since resources were thin she would be required to use her own Phantom. That suited her just fine. The rendezvoused would be conducted within the hour.

Joyeuse retracted the small part of herself that had been in contact with the tower and fully retreated back into the Master Chief's neural lace. A block of ice splashing into an already frozen pond.

"Took you long enough," John said flatly. Joyeuse could even detect a hint of sarcasm in his voice. The nerve of him.

"I finished all of my work within the first two seconds. I had to wait in real time to receive a response, but if you think you can do better than by all means, take a whack at it."

"Not my job description," John said, turning back and heading to the center of the outpost where the majority of Majestic were. His easy dismissal of her abilities was enough to make Joyeuse bristle. "What's the time table we're working under?"

"Nine minutes thirty-seven seconds approximate for the Phantom to come back from patrol," Joyeuse said. She had adjusted her voice to a slightly higher pitch to show her frustration at him. John's left eye winced as a result. "That will give us ten minutes to hijack the Phantom."

"It won't take me ten minutes."

"Ten minutes," Joyeuse reiterated, continuing on as if the Master Chief had never spoken. "And then just over forty minutes to reach Mdama's capital ship for a supposed supply run. Then it is a simple matter of landing on the ship, capturing it, and then using it to destroy the rest of the ships in the fleet, or am I getting part of your suicidal plan wrong?"

"You don't think you could destroy the other Covenant ships?"

"Of course I could. Who exactly do you think I am?"

"Then it's not a suicide mission," John said simply. Joyeuse silently fumed as the Master Chief arrived at the center of the outpost. All the bodies were clear as per his orders. All except one particular red elite. The Master Chief kicked the red elite aside revealing an unconscious grunt underneath.

Joyeuse quickly ran the vitals. "Careful Chief. That one is still alive."

"Noted," John said. "He nudged the grunt with the toe of his boot. The Unngoy jumped up, shaken out of his unconscious stupor. His alien pupils went wide in unimaginable horror as he made eye contact with the Chief. His eyes immediately dropped to his discarded plasma pistol, but his stubby little fingers no more than twitched in its direction than did the Master Chief stretch out his leg and stomped down on it. The plasma pistol exploded in an aurora of green sparks.

The grunt chuckled nervously as he slowly raised both his hands and asked in a squeaky voice, "Surrender?"

John looked up to the left hand corner of his HUD where Joyeuse resided. "Should I?"

"Yes," Joyeuse said, gazing at the grunt with an odd hunger. "I might have a use for him."

…

Dun-yob waited nervously in the wide open area in the idle of the outpost. He could not see the Demons, the terrifying almost supernatural aliens disappearing into the shadows without so much as a whisper. They were there thought. Dun-yob could feel their eyes upon him. Most of all he could feel the eyes of The Demon upon him. That the Demon was here, was real and tangible and not just some horror story the elites used to keep the grunts in line was enough to make Don-yob's knees tremble.

In the distance he saw the Phantom approaching, a single purple dot growing ever larger as it drew closer. Don-yob briefly gave thought to doing the honorable thing. Of making a signal, any sort of signal that the outpost was not safe. That his comrades were heading into certain death.

The psychotic desire to actually do the right thing was quickly squashed by the thought of several bullets colliding with his skull.

No, at their core Unngoy were all expert survivalists. While a Sangheili would gladly choose death rather than face dishonor, Don-yob would gladly accept dishonor if it meant staying alive for at least a few more units. So, Don-yob did exactly what the scary pink construct and the even scarier green armored Demon told him to do.

Madsen watched through his scope as the tiny grunt began jumping up and down and waving its stubby little arms like a mad man. "Umm, that's what we wanted him to do, right?"

"More or less," Joyeuse said. "Checking the short wave Covenant comms. The patrol seems suspicious, but our little friend has almost talked them into landing. Once they do we make our move."

"Got it," Madsen said. The Phantom had by now settled into a spot extremely close to his position, one of the open side bays and a grunt plasma gunner almost staring straight at him. The gunner was thankfully oblivious to Madsen's actual presence, but the close proximity of so many enemies was enough to trigger his fight or flight reflexes. Madsen took a long calming breath and remained perfectly still.

"Got a head count," Madsen said. "Three elites, two blues and one red, four jackals and as many grunts. That's including the two gunners. Can't say anything about the pilot and the co-pilot."

"Good enough," Chief said. "Once they land DeMarco, Grant, and Thorne will ambush them."

"You sure about that Chief?" Madsen asked dubiously "It seems like they're a little reluctant to take the bait."

"Then we'll go with Plan B."

"Which is?"

"Me."

Madsen could not help but roll his eyes. "Of course it is," he mumbled, this time making sure to turn off the team comm. before he did so.

He felt Hoya move restlessly next to him. "I'm tired of all this sitting around."

"Well maybe if you quit your bitching the Chief might actually let you do something."

Hoya huffed and mumbled something unintelligible inside of his helmet. He turned his head to look at the Phantom. "That thing is pretty close."

"Yeah. Not shit Sherlock."

"Close enough to jump the distance you think?"

"Ummm, I don't know. I guess? Hold up, why ae you asking? Wait…Hoya No!"

It was too little too late. Abandoning all sense and reason, throwing caution to the wind and giving the Master Chief a big, prickly middle finger in the process, Hoya stood straight up in full view of the Covenant Phantom. There was a brief tug on his left leg as Madsen attempted to pull him back down into cover. He easily shook off the grip and started running at a full sprint towards the open doors of the Phantom. The grunt plasma gunner saw him first. The squat creature predictably panicked as it saw a half ton armored Spartan rise out of the cliff face and start running full steam towards him.

Only a planet aligning confluence of utter stupidity could have produced the following events. The grunt panicked, words catching in his throat as he attempted to gain the attention of the three elites. The elites promptly ignored the intelligible ramblings of one of their side gunners, far more concerned with Don-yob's frantic shouting's and arm waving on the ground. One of the jackals, however, did manage to notice Hoya as the Spartan IV neared the cliff edge. It immediately activated its hand shield. Unfortunately for the grunt side gunner, who only now had decided to deal with this matter himself and was preparing to fire at Hoya, the jackal was standing directly behind him when the shield was activated.

A solid wall of energy slammed into the back of the Unngoy's head, knocking him out of the gunner seat, and sending him plummeting to his death.

It was only after Hoya had leapt into the air that the red elite finally decided to take notice. He never actually saw Hoya though, catching a round from Madsen's sniper rifle in the eye. The elite toppled over, its limp body crashing into the second Unngoy gunner, and sending both of them to a blood splattered demise on the ground far below.

The jackal began shooting at Hoya, but was so panicked by the Spartan's sudden arrival that most of the rounds ended up missing. Hoya landed feet first on top of the creature, his overwhelming weight shattering hollow, avian bones to pieces ad eliciting a single pain addled shriek from the jackals dying mouth.

Hoya leveled his shotgun, the interior of the phantom having now turned into a small microcosm of chaos. He blasted away three rounds in quick succession, blowing apart the two remaining grunts, and separating a jackal from its right arm. One of the elites rushed him, firing its plasma rifle and dropping Hoya's shields to almost nothing. The Spartan IV took one step forward, brought the barrel of the shotgun underneath the Sangheili's chin (or lack thereof) and fired.

Grey matter coated the ceiling of the Phantom, the all but decapitated elite falling over and landing on the remaining jackal, momentarily trapping it. Before Hoya had a chance to react the remaining elite rushed him, and muscular armored shoulder collided with the young Spartan's chest. With his shields gone Hoya felt the full brunt of the impact, and his already precarious position was made untenable. Hoya stumbled backwards, and his feet hit open air.

Hoya fell, and it was only his superior reflexes which saved him, a sturdy arm holding on to the edge of the phantom with an iron grip. An armored hooved boot stomped down on the four fingers which were holding him up, and Hoya struggled to maintain his grip, flailing wildly in the open air like some sort of horribly conceived wind chime during a summer thunder storm, his shotgun gripped tightly in the other hand.

The elite leaned over the side and began firing plasma bolts at him, but missing mainly due to Hoya's flailing's. The Spartan regained enough awareness to single handedly pumped his shotgun. He leveled it at the elite and fired. The turbulence made it impossible to aim, but at such close proximity Hoya still managed a glancing blow. The elite's shield's flared and its hoof lifted off of Hoya's hand. The Spartan used the momentary reprieve to pump his shotgun again, and then pulled himself partially back onto the phantom. He managed to get a single knee on the deck, and beat the elite to the draw with his shotgun. Hoya fired at point blank range, killing the alien instantly.

An eye watering, painfully bright green blast of a full plasma charge hit Hoya squarely in the chest Luckily for Hoya his shields had charged just enough for him not to be filled by the blast. Unluckily for the sole remaining jackal, his meager plasma pistol could not charge fast enough in order to prevent Hoya from pumping one more round into his shotgun and blowing the avian alien's right leg to pieces.

Hoya reloaded and caught his breath as the jackal squirmed on the deck and slowly bleed to death.

"Hoya, status report," Master Chief called to him, his voice oddly calm.

"Phantom almost clear Chief. No need to thank me," Hoya said with a certain air of self-satisfied smugness.

"Hoya," Joyeuse spoke to him, her voice all sugary sweetness. "Do you know why had Grant secure the comm. tower prior to making an assault on the outpost?"

Hoya thought for a moment. "To keep the Covenant from calling for help?"

"Exactly," Joyeuse said, giving him a verbal pat on the head. "Now, what do you think the pilot is doing while you are just standing there doing nothing?"

A stone settled at the bottom of Hoya's stomach. "Calling for help?"

"Yes," Joyeuse said. "So why don't you stop diddling around and go STOP THEM FROM SENDING THEIR ENTIRE FLEET DOWN ON OUR HEADS!"

Hoya winced as Joyeuse voice roared into his ears. "Yes ma'am!" He got a running start, and with his shoulder dipped low he rammed down the door into the cockpit. Metal alloy bent, sparks flew, and the elite pilot yelled a "Wort" of surprise as Hoya landed in a heap of twisted metal in-between the pilot and co-pilot seat. The area was immensely cramped and Hoya was barely able to maneuver.

The unarmed grunt co-pilot jumped onto his back, trying and failing to choke Hoya from behind. The Spartan reached back, grabbed the grunts breathing mask, and ripped it off.

The Unngoy rolled off his back as he stood up, desperately gasping for methane. The pilot seized the opportunity and attempted to grab Hoya's shotgun. There was a brief struggle, Hoya using all of his brute strength to regain control of the shotgun, place the barrel up against the elite's temple, and fired.

"Phantom clear," Hoya breathed, his heart racing after the short but intense encounter. "Alright, now how do I fly this thing?"

"Oh dear Lord," Joyeuse seethed. "Chief, if by some weird twist of fate Spartan Hoya ends up dying on this mission, I won't blame you."

"I'll keep that in mind," John said. He peered out from his position atop the Covenant sniper tower, the two Jackals Madsen had killed having long since been disposed of, though there were still specks of blood here and there. He had managed to requisition an active camouflage unit, and so was completely hidden when the phantom had arrived. Of course, since Hoya's moronic solo act had taken so long the unit had quickly run out of juice.

From their hiding spots DeMarco, Grant, and Thorne emerged, looking on in strange fascination as the phantom twirled round and round like a wounded helicopter as Hoya attempted to gain control.

"Did they manage to send a distress signal?" John asked.

"They managed to send a short transmission, but I was able to garble it into something unintelligible," Joyeuse replied, sounding a tad calmer than she had a moment ago. "In all fairness to Hoya I would probably have had to do that anyway even if we had gone with the original plan. Still, that doesn't excuse his recklessness."

"No, it doesn't," John agreed, his voice calm and cold. Much calmer than normal, and that was saying something. Good, Joyeuse thought. That meant that he was sufficiently angry.

John turned away from Hoya's frantic attempts to gain control of the Phantom and noticed Don-yob. The grunt was using the massive distraction in the air as an attempt to sneak away, tip-toeing lightly over open ground while the three Spartan IVs behind him stared upwards like chickens during a rainstorm.

The Master Chief was having none of it. He vaulted over the short ledge of the sniper tower, landing ten meters below with enough force to shake the ground around him, right in front of Don-yob. The grunt fell on his back in a shriek of surprise, rolling around like a turtle as he tried to push himself back up. When he did the Demon's tall shadow was looming over him. Don-yob chuckled nervously. "Me no sneaky. Me no sneaky at all."

John glowered at the grunt. Don-yob could not see the Demon's expression through his visor, but he could certainly feel the sentiment. "Stay," John said with a sharp voice that made Don-yob flinch.

"Me stay. Me stay right here," Don-yob said, pointing to the ground underneath him enthusiastically.

"Good boy," John said, and walked away, leaving Don-yob to stand there with his knees trembling. By the time he got to the others Hoya had finally managed to get the Phantom under control, though it was still wobbling rather precariously in the air. "Hoya," John said, his voice retaining that frightful calmness. "Land that Phantom."

"Aye Chief, though I'm not really sure…"

"Now," John growled, a microscopic hint of anger seeping through.

"Yes sir," Hoya barked. Underneath his breath could be heard, "Shit, shit, shit."

"Chief…" Joyeuse began.

"I'm not in the mood Joyeuse."

"Chief! Contacts coming! Hundreds of them!"

John cursed underneath his breath as he drew his assault rifle, eyes darting all over the horizon.

"Hoya, bring that Phantom down now!"

"I'm trying."

"Thorne, DeMarco, Grant. Defensive perimeter. Formation Alpha. Madsen keep your eye open. Contacts incoming."

There was a collective scrambling as the four exposed Spartans formed a wedge. A half circle with their backs facing the cliff that Madsen was perched atop of. "Hoya, land the Phantom behind the four of us. We'll use it to get ourselves out of this."

"Next to the cliff? I'll crash it."

"You'll do fine," John said reassuringly. As reassuring as he could be, though the tonal shift was impressive.

"Fuck," Hoya muttered underneath his breath as he cautiously guided the Phantom towards the cliff, his feet having to navigate five metals and both hands on either control stick. Shakily he made it to where he was supposed to land, and gently began to pull back on the control sticks, causing him to descend. His attention was fully fixed on the altitude, but when he looked up at one of the viewing monitors to make sure he was not going to hit the cliff he nearly had a heart attack.

Seemingly looking straight at him with a mechanical and vibrant single blue eye was a Forerunner sentinel.

"Uh guys?" Hoya said shakily.

"We know," John said coolly, gripping his assault rifle tighter. Seemingly coming out of the earth itself and swirling around them like a thick dark swarm of hornets, their stingers ready to strike, was a vast storm cloud of sentinels. John had never seen so many in one spot, though he had heard of Blue Team and the Spartan IIIs encountering something similar on Onyx.

"Hold your fire," he said cautiously through clenched teeth. In the back of his mind John ran through scenario after scenario, trying to find some way to get them out of this mess. But as the horde of sentinels became so thick that they blotted out the artificial sun and for a brief moment turned day into night, John knew that there was no way they were getting out of this alive if the mechanical warriors decided to turn on them.

"Chief," Grant said worryingly. "You've encountered these things before right?"

"Yes."

"Are they friendly or hostile?"

"Both."

"Great," Grant muttered, holding her rifle just a little tighter.

"Lower your weapons," John said reluctantly. It was not an option he liked in the slightest, but it was the only one he could think of that would keep all of them from being killed.

"Are you crazy?" DeMarco asked, pulling his DMR just a little closer to him as if he was afraid the Chief was going to snatch it away.

"Do as he says," Joyeuse said. She had run through all the same scenarios that John had plus a thousand more and had come to the same conclusion that he did. "There is no possible way that we can shoot our way out of here. We'll have to find a way to talk ourselves out."

Thorne eyed the storm of sentinels warily, his finger unconsciously inching towards the trigger. "And how exactly do we talk our way out of this?"

There was low warbling sound followed by a light humming, a bowling ball shaped metallic object making its way through the cloud of sentinels towards them.

John lowered his weapon and the others begrudgingly did as well as the monitor came to rest in front of them, its silver casing made dull by the passing shadows, its blue eye looking over all of them.

"At last I have found you Reclaimers," it spoke, its voice shrill and artificial, not so unlike a snobbish prefect at a posh British boarding school. "The meddlers have sought to undermine everything I have attempted to accomplish in the last hundred millennia, but with you here we can at last begin."

John relaxed, but only slightly. The monitor was not here to kill them, but the Master Chief knew from past experience how easily that could change. "Identify yourself," John said.

"Diplomatic Chief. Diplomatic," Joyeuse reminded him nervously.

"I am 859 Static Carillon, monitor of this installation designated Shield World 002 'Alesia', keeper of the Composers, and guardian of the Doorway."

The Doorway! John's mind leapt at the word though his body remained still. He forced himself to remain on track. "Who are your friends?" he asked.

"Protection," Carillon said with a slight edge in his voice. "From you. Part of my task is to monitor reports from all Halo Installations and Shield Worlds which were deemed important to the Forerunner's post war plans. I have found that Reclaimers, especially Reclaimers of your particular warrior caste, and especially you Spartan 117, have a nasty habit of severely damaging or even destroying the works of my creators whenever you come in contact with them, as well as showing a complete disregard for protocols and for the safety of my fellow monitors. Bringing such a large number of sentinels is a basic precaution when dealing with subjects that are so dangerous."

"Can't say I blame him," Joyeuse said. "You have built a bit of a reputation."

"And in keeping with that precaution," Carillon continued. "I would rather that all Reclaimers be here and accounted for in front of me." His single eye turned red, and Carillon took aim at the cliff face. He fired, the bright beam of light shooting just under Hoya's Phantom, moving in a straight line and causing an avalanche. The Phantom was struck by a boulder and Hoya struggled to maintain what little control he had. The four Spartans covered themselves as they were pelted with debris, and out of the falling rocks came Madsen's limp form tumbling down the remnants of the cliff.

John reacted, his legs moving before his mind had even given the order, as he rushed towards Madsen. 859 Static Carillon blocked his path, his eye still glowing red, and John skidded to a halt.

"I know what you have come here for," the monitor said. "I know what you seek, and I intend to take you to it."
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PART IV: DEUS VULT

Chapter 55: When it is a Jar

Madsen groaned underneath the rubble, his eyes blinking wearily and his head heavy and full of fog.

"Madsen? Madsen can you hear me?"

The voice was feminine and accented. He knew that voice, and struggled to link a name and a face to it. "Tedra?" he asked. He slurred slightly when he spoke, but the fog was quickly lifting. He remembered now. The army of sentinels, the monitor, and the blinding and sudden flash of crimson light followed by a fall into rubble and darkness.

Grant began removing the boulders that had buried him, and Madsen felt the removal of a tremendous weight from his lower back, and his legs regained feeling.

"I'm alright. I'm alright," he said, trying to brush her off, but Grant remained firm.

"Take it easy," she said, keeping him from rising fully. Her tone was almost motherly.

Madsen complied with her wishes. He felt alright, but his entire body was just one dull throb. He was confident he could fight if he needed to, but for right now he was content with just lying there. Madsen looked around. Above him Hoya's requisitioned Phantom was surrounded by buzzing sentinels, the constructs orbiting around the Phantom I such a way that reminded Madsen of old diagrams of atoms he had seen in school. Just in front of him was Thorne, the young Spartan standing guard over Madsen and Grant, looking like he was ready to pounce on anything that threatened his friends in the slightest. Beyond was the Master Chief who was staring down the monitor, DeMarco watching his six. The two were having a heated conversation, and Madsen struggled to listen in.

Carrillon was speaking, his voice shrill and prudish as ever. "I don't know why you delay, Reclaimer. A hundred thousand years of planning, and the fruits of my labor can be grasped in an instant with the construct you possess."

"You just attacked one of my men," John growled. "I'm not going anywhere until I can guarantee their safety."

"Safety?" Carrillon asked indignantly. "It is because of your recklessness that I was forced to take such precautions. Were it not for the council of the Reclaimer you know as Halsey I would have purged this Installation of all sentient life, Reclaimer and meddler alike, and seized both composed beings which you possess to finish my work."

"If Halsey was the one that told you not to kill humans, then why did she not tell you to take out the Covenant?" John asked.

"Oh I fully intend to," Carrillon said. "They have attempted to use Halsey to bring the Promethean Knights here. That they would even think to desecrate my home with such abominations is reason enough to purge them."

"Then why haven't you?" John asked.

"The other Reclaimer of course," Carrillon said. "Catherine Halsey is the only human who seems to have a decent respect for the legacy that the Forerunners bequeathed your species. She assured me of your cooperation, and I shall have it Reclaimer." He floated until he was uncomfortably close. "You will help me deliver your construct to the Composer's control center. Then after I have completed this one last great experiment, only then will I aid you in being rid of these meddlers."

He drifted even closer, and John had to force himself to stand his ground. "And if you do not help me then I will kill every single human and Covenant on this planet, and once that work is completed I will take your construct and conduct my experiments in peace."

John glanced around his team, Madsen slowly making his way back onto his feet with Grant's help, the at the clouds of sentinels. "Assessment?" he asked.

"A thousand sentinels against six Spartans?" Joyeuse asked. "In a different tactical situation I'd take those odds, but we're surrounded and cut off. Even if we managed to fight our way out we'd certainly make enough noise to alert the Covenant." In a quieter voice she added, "And even my most optimistic simulations has us taking several casualties."

"Fine," John said. "We'll go."

"We?" Carrillon asked incredulously. "I have no need for these other Reclaimers."

"I'm not leaving without my men," John insisted.

Carrillon rebuffed him. "Halsey made no mention of them, and I have no use for them. I will bring no harm to them, though I care little about whether or not they live or die."

The Monitor floated away from him in a burst of speed, taking position a few meters away from John. "Come, there is much work to be done."

"Stop…" John was almost able to say but a familiar feeling had seized him. His stomach lurched, a sickening sensation of being pulled inside out churning his stomach. Gold circular bands of light surrounded him, and in an instant John was whisked away.

The place he ended up was drastically different than the one he had left. The desert had vanished, replaced with a wide room. Unmistakably Forerunner, the sleek angular beauty rising and falling in strict logical lines and columns. He might have taken time to appreciate it, were it not for the massive Hunter he had teleported in front of.

There was a single moment in which both Hunter and Spartan regarded one another, both equally shocked at the other's sudden appearance.

The Hunter recovered first, hefting its large shield high above its head. John rolled out of the way, the floor rumbling as the Hunter's shield came crashing down where he had been a half second before.

John recovered, his hand dropping to his waist and pulling a fragmentation grenade. Hunters were dangerously fast in short bursts of incredible speed, but it always took them a considerable time to recover after each blow. John waited for his opportunity, ducking as the Hunter made another great swing with his shield in an effort to decapitate the Spartan. Having missed again the Hunter once more had to pause before delivering another blow, and there the Master Chief saw his opportunity, the orange worm like tendrils left expose in a small gap in the armor.

John pulled the pin out of the grenade with a flick of his thumb and punched straight through the creature's abdomen. When he withdrew his hand, gauntlet now covered in orange blood, the grenade was missing. A third blow came, this one aimed for his legs, and John jumped. He flipped backwards, landing a meter away on his hands, and then used the momentum to push himself even further away. The grenade exploded before he landed back on his feet, bits of organic metal and mangled worms coating the front of his armor.

There was a roar from the second Hunter that John was sure was already there, but the first time he was actually able to assess the situation. A dozen Grunts and Jackals to aim at him with their plasma pistols, the second Hunter Charging up its arm cannon with a brilliant green glow.

John drew his assault rifle and took off running around the room, plasma bolts blackening the floor in his wake. The Hunter fired his cannon, and though John was able to dodge the blast the two Grunts that had been in the Hunter's line of fire had not been so lucky, their skin melting off the bone from the intense heat.

The Master Chief kept running, knowing that speed and mobility were his two greatest allies at this moment. The Hunter kept firing, desperate to avenge its bond mate, and caring very little for the Grunt and Jackals that it blew away or trampled underfoot as it attempted to do so.

John fired as well, mowing down whatever enemies that the Hunter did not take out for him, until eventually they were the only two left in the room. The Master Chief picked up two plasma grenades, immediately flinging one of them at the Hunter. The explosion momentarily stunned the creature, showers of orange blood slickening the metal floor. John sprinted forward, lightning fast calculations determining exactly when the Hunter would recover.

Recover it did, its cannon charging as it made ready to blow the Chief apart at point blank range. John timed his jump perfectly, leaping over the green plasma round, back flipping over the Hunter's head, and landing directly in his rear. He unloaded a full clip into the Hunter's back, the tightly bound worms inside being shredded to pieces. The Hunter staggered forward, attempted drunkenly to turn around, and then fell onto the floor in a dull heavy thud.

"Chief look out!" Joyeuse shouted at him, and John twirled around, a wall of distorted, bending light and a raised energy sword rushing towards him.

John caught the camouflaged Elite's wrist before he could strike, tendons and bones snapping and the Elite howling in pain as John bent the wrist at an unnatural angle. The Spartan raised his leg up and struck the Elite square in the chest. The Elite fully materialized as it was flung backwards across the room, a strange rasping sound coming from its throat as it slowly suffocated from two collapsed lungs.

Bright crimson light filled Chief's vision and he instinctively crouched down, watching as the red beam obliterated two other camouflaged Elites.

859 Static Carrillon floated towards him. "Most impressive," the Monitor said. "I had seen reports of your fighting capabilities before, but to be able to analyze in person is quite enlightening. For being handicapped by such inferior combat skin you do remarkably well."

"Thanks," John said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm. "Now bring my team here."

"Wait Chief. Let's think about this," Joyeuse said. "Our original plan has been shot to shit agreed?"

"Agreed," John said reluctantly.

"And from what I can gather about our location we seem to be in the middle of the Forerunner compound directly underneath that giant Composer. Right where the Covenant is most concentrated."

"What are you suggesting?" John asked.

"Let the rest of Majestic continue on with the original plan. Than use the Unngoy to bluff their way onto the Mdama's flagship. At very least they will be able to destroy it and maybe provide enough of a distraction for us to be able to do what we need to be able to accomplish here."

John was not entirely satisfied. "That's incredibly risky," he warned.

"Not as risky as bringing them here," Joyeuse argued. "It's easier for one person to sneak around then it is for six, and like we already agreed our original plan is shot. At this way we can severely reduce the Covenant's fleet's combat effectiveness while also accomplishing our other mission objectives."

John frowned, but ultimately had to agree with her assessment. "Send word to Majestic. Tell them about the change in plans."

"Already on it."

"Excellent," Carrillon said. "We are finally agreed. Come, the implementation room is not far. From there we can begin the experiment."

"Hold up." John said, stopping the Monitor as it began to float away towards the nearest door. "What is this experiment, and why do we need Joyeuse to finish it?"

"You don't…"

"No I don't," John said firmly.

"The Monitor tilted its body at John, giving the impression of a confused look. "Even presuming that you did not know, you must surely have extrapolated the purpose of the experiment by now."

"Humor me," John said.

"Very well," Carrillon said with a deep electronic sigh. "My task was to complete a Composer capable of accomplishing the original intent behind the project. To bridge the boundaries between organic and digital essences. The experiment I will conduct with your construct, the composed mind of Catherine Halsey, is meant to complete the bridging of that gap."

"You want to make Joyeuse human?" John asked, voice full of confusion.

"In simplistic terms, yes."

John looked up and to the left at Joyeuse. "When did you figure it out?"

"I figured it out a while ago," Joyeuse said indignantly. "But we've been quite busy since then haven't we? And in my defense Chief, I don't exactly like the idea of being the first guinea pig in a rampant Monitor's crazy Frankenstein experiment. I'm assuming of course his experiment has some risks?"

"Most certainly, though I am optimistic," Carrillon said. "I predict at least a 33.372% chance of success."

"Yeah, no. A seventy-seven percent chance of dying doesn't exactly appeal to me."

The Monitor flat out ignored Joyeuse and kept on speaking. "Of course the original Cortana ancilla would have made an ideal candidate, but since she was deactivated your new construct is a perfectly suitable replacement."

"Cortana?" John asked. "You originally wanted Cortana?"

"Of course," Carrillon said. "Her success rate would have been much higher at 40.111%."

"And what if I can still get her for you?" John asked.

"Impossible," Carrillon said. She was clearly deactivated aboard the Mantel's Approach."

"Isn't it possible to use the Doorway to retrieve her?" John asked. "You said you are the keeper of the Doorway. You'd know if that's true."

"The Doorway," Carrillon said. Despite his synthetic voice there was the slightest hint of fear in these words. "Is not something that should be sought out."

"What is the doorway?" Joyeuse asked.

"You're in on this?" John asked privately.

"Might as well." Joyeuse said. "You sure you want to run the risk of making Cortana human?"

John aid nothing, and listened as Carrillon answered Joyeuse's question.

"It is an anomaly," he said. "Something which should not be. An aberration in the fundamental fabric of reality. At the height of the Forerunner Empire the anomaly was discovered. A natural Doorway. An access point into the Domain that defied every single concept of Precursor architecture. Haruspis were dispatched, all of the ecuneme marveling at this greatest of discoveries. The Master Builders ordered the construction of Alesia around the focal point of the anomaly both as a fortress to keep such a potent natural force out of the hands of the encroaching humans, and as a place that Haruspis could study the phenomena in peace.

"But, something was discovered. The Doorway was not as it was first perceived to be, and so what was once the focus of celebration was instead quietly pushed into the shadows by the Master Builders."

"What was that secret?" Joyeuse asked.

"That our world is not what we think it is," Carrillon said. "The Doorway indeed does supply a direct link to the Domain, but it is not the Domain that the Forerunners knew of. Even the most capable Haruspis can only access that which is already known, and all other knowledge, the entire history of the universe, and possibly others, remains hidden. Yet, information cannot be destroyed, and that which is unknown still exists. The Doorway g an opening to that knowledge. What Haruspis called Marianas. But deep below the surface of the known Domain is chaotic and uncatalogued. Haruspis only ventured within it at great risk to themselves, and there were entities. In the surface Domain imprints and phantoms of those who had come before could sometimes b glimpsed, but in the Marianas these essences were fully formed and contained certain vitality. They were not only imprints of those long past, but one and the same. Ghosts in the darkness. An afterlife is the only word for it. Even then Haruspis sense there was more. Another deeper part of the Domain that they could burrow to, but had no means to do so.

"Then, four-hundred local years after Alesia came into existence, an expedition by the Master Builders was launched to the furthest corner of known existence. With their return came the Artifact."

"Plenty of those lying around the Universe aren't there?" Joyeuse quipped. "And nothing good ever seems to come of them."

"Indeed," Carrillon agreed. "This Artifact, like the Doorway to the Marianas, was neither Forerunner nor Precursor, and so was taken to Alesia for further study. Eventually a link was found between them and the decision was made to merge the two together." Carrillon sighed heavily. "Unfortunately before the experiment could be completed the Ur-Didact ordered that Alesia be converted into the manufacturing and study of the old, and at the time obsolete, Composers, so as to finally subjugate humanity at the close of their war with the Forerunners. When the Flood returned every possible solution was desperately researched and tried. It was decided that Composer as it was originally conceived might provide a way to escape and reverse the effects of the parasite. And so that became my task, to create a new version of the Composer that corrected the mistakes of the old."

Joyeuse whistled. "And it only took you a hundred thousand years to do it. Quite impressive."

"It took me far less time to complete my work," Carrillon said defensively. "Most of it was spent waiting for a composed being to arrive here."

"And now two have showed up. How lucky for you," Joyeuse said. "But unfortunately I think the Chief has his heart set on an intergalactic booty call. So why don't you be a nice little eyeball and help the boy out?"

"You wish to enter the Doorway and retrieve your lost construct?"

"Can it be done?" John asked.

"It took the most experienced Haruspis to enter the Marianas Domain. Even if you did manage to access it you would only find a memory of your ancilla, not your ancilla herself."

"But I could find her?"

"Someone exceptionally experienced with the Domain and her secrets could, yes."

"Good. I already have somebody in mind."

"Wait, who?" Joyeuse asked perplexed.

"Cortana told me about it in a dream," John said simply.

"Figures."

John continued his line of questioning. "And once I find her I can bring her back out of the Domain?"

Carrillon answered reluctantly. "Theoretically, yes."

"Good. Take me to the Doorway."

"Reclaimer, I feel obliged to inform you that the path you are proposing carries a substantial amount of risk."

"I don't care. Just do it."

Carrillon sighed in resignation. "Very well."

Bands of gold light once again wrapped around John, and after another gut crunching yank, he was teleported again.

This time when he reappeared he had his assault rifle ready, fully prepared to be dropped once again into the middle of a combat situation. Nothing came of it, however, and after carefully scanning the area John was sure that they were alone.

It was a long narrow hallway with a door on one end, the ceiling seeming to be uncharacteristically low and the space dimly lit. Everything seemed dark come to think of it, even the lights looking as if they had been covered with a dull grey film. There was another Doorway on the left side of the hallway, though John had hardly noticed it at first. Everything seemed drawn towards the door at the end of the hall. The same effect as the eye focuses on the light at the end of a long dark tunnel, except this seemed to be that phenomena in reverse. All the darkness seemed to be focused on the door, yet he could still see it clearly as if there were no darkness at all. The effect was jarring, and John found that he lacked the vocabulary to even attempt to describe it. It felt as if he would be required to walk into the middle of a black hole.

He looked behind him, eyes widening as he saw a portal several feet higher than himself in the same style as the ones he had encountered on Requiem. Forerunner hieroglyphs decorated the top of the portal, and Joyeuse translated them.

"Gamma Halo. Installation 03," she said. "Where the first Composer was kept."

"Indeed," Carrillon said, appearing suddenly. "Come, the Doorway is beyond this hallway."

John nodded, but hesitated. He spotted a holo pedestal beside the portal and strolled over to it.

"You sure that's a good idea?" Joyeuse asked.

"I don't know what will happen when I go through the Doorway. I'd rather not you be inside my head when it does," John reasoned.

"Very well," Joyeuse said. John popped her chip out of his helmet and placed it in the holopedistal. Joyeuse appeared, pink kimono fluttering in an unseen wind. She put her hands on her hips and outed. "But you better tell me everything that happens when you get back."

John grunted his agreement and began walking down the hallway, following in the Monitor's wake, assault rifle at the ready in case of any unexpected surprises. Carrillon went through the door ahead of him. John took a deep breath and walked through the door.

He had to stop abruptly, the door opening to the edge of an abyss.

Except it wasn't an abyss. The darkness was still there, seemed to surround him utterly. All things were drenched in the darkness, yet as before he could still see as though it were bright as day. It was like rain on a cloudless day, two elements of nature that should never coexist together nevertheless present in one clear moment of contrast.

Below him, seeming to suck everything, even the omnipresent shadows, down into its depths, was a neon clash of rainbow colors. A blinding clash of light, swimming and swirling together like the rising and falling of an ocean current, acting more like liquid than light. Twisting and twirling together, one color on top of another, mixing into shades and hues both known and indescribable. It was neither solid nor transparent, the mass of clashing colors never fully revealing what lay underneath their depths, yet every now and then John saw the movement of undefinable shapes. Alien objects moving around just beneath the depths that defied the known processes of both the mechanical and the biological. It occurred to John that perhaps they were neither.

Joyeuse appeared next to him in a flash of pink, and quietly cursed underneath her breath. John looked around. The room itself was massive even by Forerunner standards, a large circular atrium with a ceiling of indefinite height, its diameter so great that he could just barely make out the far end. Yet he still spotted it. There in the middle of the atrium on a floating platform, and island in the middle of the colorful tumult. There was a metal altar with a small object placed on top.

Next to him Joyeuse spoke, "And we went into the Greek lands, and we were led into the place where they serve their God, and we did not know where we were, on heaven or on earth; and we know not how to speak of such things, for we know not the words to describe it."

John silently agreed. There no words that could do justice to what he was seeing. Heaven or Earth, or perhaps even Hell. One of the three, but which it was he knew not.

"The Doorway," Carrillon said solemnly. He activated a hard light bridge leading towards the altar, and John warily began to walk across it, sparing one last look at Joyeuse on the holopedistal behind him.

A squall erupted when he was halfway to the altar, Joyeuse being little more than a pink speck behind him. The bending rainbow Doorway below him rose and crashed with every step he took, the creatures below becoming better defined. Carrillon was now nowhere to be seen, nothing but the rising tide of color and the darkness which surrounded the whole. Still he pressed onward. He had to. There was something. Something which was drawing him ever closer to the alter, and he no longer knew if he could stop even if he wanted to. John looked behind, but no longer see Joyeuse's pink speck. Nothing but the darkness above, and the color below.

John looked back towards his ultimate destination, and his eyes opened in surprise as a familiar figure rose up out the altar, her arms outstretched, blue light beckoning him.

John ran towards the vision. Ran through the storm that raged around him, a babble of unknown alien tongues spewing forth words which no human vocal cords could fashion rising to his ears, and through it all he heard a chorus of bells ringing ever louder.

His foot touched the base of the platform, and everything stopped. The vision of his dreams was gone, but everything else had grown calm. There was no longer a mix of colors. Twelve straight beams of light stretched from the circumference of the atrium into center just below where the platform was. Crimson, orange, yellow, pink, blue, green, indigo, lime, azure, violet, brown, and pearl grey. Twelve straight motes of light bending towards John, bending towards the center, bending towards the jet black altar.

Atop the altar was the Artifact. A chest of unparalleled craftsmanship and undeniably human in origin, and made out of a grey ghost wood John had never seen before. Written upon it, burned into the wood, was a type of scrawling circular calligraphy belonging to a language neither alien nor human. Somehow, though, John could read it. The writing contained a single word.

UNFOUND

The air seemed to vibrate John stretched out his hand towards it. He undid the latch and flipped the chest open.

Inside, lying on a blanket of red velvet, a single black orb lay. A shiver ran up John's back as the orb began to roll inside the chest like a human eyeball rolls in its socket. The black orb found its prey, its pupil fixing in on the Master Chief, a thundering guttural command of some ancient ultimate god rumbling out of the chest and echoing into the deep.

Only then did John think of running, but it was far too late.

Like a volcano the Doorway erupted, the twelve colors rising in unison up above the altar, combining together into one blinding ass of white light. The light poured through every atom of John's body. Tearing him apart. Ripping him piece by piece. Disintegrating and compressing into one infinitesimally small space, all the while pulling him in. Pulling him into the very depth of the black orb.

The white light faded, the colors calmed, the lid to the Artifact closed, and John was no more.
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Joyeuse stared open mouth at the center of the atrium. The sea of color below was calm and placid, giving little hint of the storm that had raged only a moment before.

"Chief?" she asked quietly. Then with a little more urgency, "Master Chief can you read me? Spartan 117 respond!"

Carrillon floated beside her. "Well that was predictable."

"Predictable?" Joyeuse asked. She clenched her small fists in fury. "You knew this was going to happen. You planned this."

"Of course I did," Carrillon said. I have spoken with 343 Guilty Spark. The former Monitor of Installation 04 is broken and Rampant, but he was able to tell me what happened on Installation 04B." He floated closer to Joyeuse. "What the Reclaimer did to him. That human is a threat to my installation, and he needed to be dealt with."

"You killed him!"

"The Reclaimer was killed because of his own stupidity. His essence undoubtedly still remains, though it is likely to spend an eternity in unending torment. I did what I had to do to protect this installation. To protect my experiment, and you will be part of it."

Carrillon moved in, a blue ray of light extending from the Monitor's chasse. It connected with the holopedistal, and Joyeuse could feel herself being drawn out of the system.

Joyeuse drew her katana, her kimono swirling around her in an elegant dance as the sword cut through the blue light as if it were paper. Carrillon was thrown backwards, his metal chasse throwing up electric arcs that momentarily paralyzed him. He quickly recovered, his single eye blinking red with fury as he rounded on the UNSC AI.

"You dare…"

"I dare," Joyeuse threw back, a wild and savage grin on her face. "You kill my partner and then expect me to just go with you? Chief might not have been a great guy, but I'll be damned if I'm going to let you get away with what you did to him."

Carrillon's eye went fully crimson. He charged back at Joyeuse. "You will stand down at once!"

Joyeuse pointed her katana right at Carrillon's red eye, stopping the Monitor halfway. "If you want me you'll have to catch me, and while I'm running I'm going to make sure I break as many of your things as I possibly can." She winked at the Monitor, and then her hologram disappeared, Joyeuse diving as deep into the system as she could possibly go.

Already she could feel the Monitor pursuing her, crashing through data cluster like an angry bull. Joyeuse would have to figure out a way to lose him. She needed to contact Majestic, she needed to figure out a way to get into contact with Halsey, and most of all she needed to get in touch with Victor and let him know just what the hell was going on.

…

John opened his eyes. There was darkness all around him, yet he could still feel. Could feel the sharp rocks underneath him pressing up uncomfortably against the gaps in his armor. He could hear the steady drumbeat of his heart echoing in his ear. Could even feel his lungs fill with air as he took slow steady breaths. His armor was still operational, his shields fully charged, but his mission clock was running wild. Date and time fluctuated wildly, a schizophrenic rush of numbers and letters. John closed the application and pushed himself up.

His eyes began to adjust to the darkness. He could see boulders coming up out of the ground, walls of stone on either side, and ceiling of earth overhead. A cave, neither claustrophobic nor expansive. A tunnel dimly lit by pale white light, the origin of which he could not determine.

John opened up a comm. "Joyeuse. Joyeuse do you copy?" A strange crackling came through. A twisted inhuman sound. A groaning of static that grew ever higher in pitch. John opened up the team comm. "This is Sierra 117 to Majestic. Can anyone hear me?"

There was a rushing sound. A gust of wind whispering through the trees, and out of the corner of his eye John saw a shadow move.

The Master Chief raised his assault rifle, the familiar prickle of imminent danger heightening his senses. Carefully he moved forward where the shadow had been, stepping his way carefully around the boulders, eyes checking every nook and crevice as he made his way through the cave.

There was nothing to announce that the entrance to the cave was drawing near. No light at the end of the tunnel. Not even an outline in the distant darkness. It was simply there. It shimmered into existence like a mirage out of the desert. Its sudden and unexpected appearance caused John to halt at its mouth. He moved his finger to hover over the trigger as he moved through the entrance.

He did not get far, a large canyon extending down into immeasurable depths greeting him within two steps out of the cave. Like the entrance it had simply appeared before him. This was no illusion of darkness, and John mentally prepared himself to watch each and every step. The canyon itself was less than a hundred meters wide. Narrow but deep. A hill of rocks and boulders existed on the far side. For some reason he found himself staring at that place expectantly. It was a strange feeling of Deja Vu that had rarely felt before. John shook himself out of it, convinced that it was nothing. He determined himself to make his way along the slim and narrow path at the top of the cliff face, and from there find a way to cross to the other side of the canyon. He had no idea what to do from there, but as always when confronted with the unknown the Master Chief chose to take one thing at a time.

The path became narrower as he moved further along, John having to turn sideways at one point, keeping his back firmly to the cliff edge, and sidestepping so as to avoid falling into the depths of the canyon. One of his armored boots hit a rock, the stone bouncing and tumbling down the steep and jagged slope. John held his breath, listening as the stone descended deeper and deeper. He never heard it hit the bottom. No dull thud or splash of water. There was something else though. A low gurgling sound. The sound of gargling mouthwash, only much deeper and accompanied by the distinct hum of a rumbling throat. After several minutes the noise stopped, and John proceeded to move on. He was stopped abruptly, John's visor nearly colliding with a wide stone pillar.

That had not been there before. This John was absolutely sure of.

The pillar itself was made of a type of marble, white and with long dark cracks running up its side and splintering into ever smaller branches. John looked down and up, but could discern neither height nor depth, the pillar seeming to rise up into the sky indefinitely. There were deep carvings on the pillar, winding their way up and up like the swirling colors of a barbers poll. The carvings themselves were horrendous. Not because they were poorly crafted or lacked artistic skill, but rather because of what they portrayed.

Grotesque and hideous things. Monstrous ugly humanoids with hunched backs, scaly green skin, wide lifeless black eyes staring into nothing, hands deformed into twisted appendages. Around the monsters went, the marble column depicting every act of barbarity, blasphemy, and cruelty which the human mind can imagined, and some that it cannot. There the monsters danced to their demon gods, reveled in an orgy of chaos. They raped and murdered and committed acts of unfathomable cruelty against one another, all while smiling with crooked fang like teeth.

John's stomach churned. It was not the violence that made his stomach turn ill, for that he was used to, but rather the gleeful sadistic depravity with which the acts were committed that made his skin crawl. He quickly regained a sense of himself and thought of ways to get around the pillar. The massive carvings were deep enough. If the marble would hold, perhaps he could find a way to shimmy himself across to the other side.

Before he could make his move there was a sudden trembling. Rocks around him began to shake and fall off while what little ledge underneath him began eroding as the entire canyon began to tremble.

A shadow was rising out of the depths of the canyon. It came up the side opposite John, its bipedal form crawling up the rock, claws digging in deep and punching through stone.

The size of the creature was beyond description. It's black, pitiless, soulless eyes staring blankly at John, the cold coating of slime glistening over its aquatic body. It gazed hungrily at John, the full length of its neck stretching over the canyon, and John saw his own refection staring back at him through the lens of one massive black eye.

The Master Chief drew his assault rifle, taking aim at the eye. At his own reflection.

The creature opened its mouth, yellow puss colored saliva dripping between rows of sharp pointed teeth and down its chin. John knew he was trapped. Had no hope of killing the creature, but if he could just take out one of those eyes.

In the creature's black eye his reflection inched its finger closer to the trigger, and fired, John felt the sudden jolt of burning hot pain, his hand rushing to his chest. When he pulled away his fingers were drenched in his own blood.

He looked down. His armor was gone, his assault rifle along with it. Nothing there except his undersuit, and two bullets holes leaking blood out of his chest. John looked up, could see his still armored reflection staring back at him, orange visor blank and pitiless. Totally devoid of mercy. The reflection fired again, a series of bloody punches slapping John in the chest and abdomen. John felt dizzy, dark spots appearing at the corners of his vision. He stumbled forward, bloodied hand outstretched towards the doppelganger. His feet hit open air, and as he fell he could distantly hear the creature laughing in a low rumbling growl.

John fell head long into the black eye, his doppelganger disintegrating in a splash of water colors as he passed through. He descended further into the maddening abyss, the faint outline of shadows revolving around him. A maddening orchestra of pipes and flutes filled his ears. Insane nonsensical tunes of chaos and discord, conjuring up the worst images of rape and torture. Of an unending orgy of violence the likes of which the cosmos has not seen since before it began.

All the while the sound of bells began to grow. Tolling like a thousand churches singing at once. No sense to it. No order. Just the constant playing and ringing of demonic instruments that cared nothing for notes, measures, tune, or harmony.

The shadows slowly became more corporeal, but even in better light John's mind could not define their shape. Indeed, they seemed to be many shapes at once, all of them more hideous and heretical than the last.

They were guiding him. Guiding towards some ultimate end, a single focal point in the darkness. Some unknown instinct stirred within John. Some unknown fear of that which exists beyond pain and death. He willed himself to stop. Willed himself way from whatever fate he was frantically be rushed towards.

The shadow things laughed at his efforts, their cackling chorus adding to the insane orchestra. The tuneless indecipherable music came to a fever pitch, the focal point he had been rushing towards now clear before him.

The colossus moved. Stars and galaxies whirled around it. A black mass of slithering tentacles. Octopus like appendages curling and squirming around one another. A mind capable of nothing but destruction and horror. It moved. Slithered along with its oily and slimy appendages, a crimson king of monstrous ambition and appetites, and its marine like features merging together into one gluttonous mass, undefinable and without form or reason. It moved through the phantom cosmos itself devouring worlds and galaxies and universes themselves. Destroying these things so completely that not even the memory or essences of those it devoured escaped annihilation.

It not only destroyed life, but existence itself. It was a great nothing seeking to devour all order and sense, and leaving nothing but an excrement of emptiness in its wake.

From out of the depths of its red scaly tentacles, a single crimson eye emerged. An all Seeing Eye, its gaze penetrating rock, and metal, and time. Through soul and mind it peered, and John could not escape its notice. He was pulled towards the eye at an ever increasing speed, a mere gnat among a race of gnats when compared to the size of this creature. Less than a nuisance. The crimson eye drew ever closer, until all John saw was red, shadow, and flame.

He was hurled into the heart of madness, and the insane ramblings of a dark elder god filled his ears.

…

He had been sleeping.

He had not known for how long, but somehow he felt it. Sleeping, yes, and a dream that had come for him before he had reentered the waking world. Yet, unlike all the others which had plagued him, the memory of this one mostly eluded him. He remembered a cave, a canyon, and ringing bells. Darkness and Crimson light. All else was blank.

John, as was his natured, pushed aside the illusory and focused on the immediate. He was laying on a bed of grass. Soft and green. It smelled…sweet. The entire air smelled sweet, the warm air carrying with it the scent of flowers, and honey, and warm milk, and underneath it all too familiar scent of lavender and soap.

John pushed himself on to his feet and looked around frowning at the inexplicable absence of his armor. The sky was a deep warm blue, lazy white clouds and a bright yellow sun decorating its face. The wind blew at a steady pace, rustling the leaves so that they produced a constant steady hum, the trees themselves bursting with fruit both familiar fantastical, and the sounds of a bubbling creek could be heard in the distance.

But through it all he heard something else. A groan so terrible and violent that it threatened to cut down the foundations of this beautiful place until all was ash and cinders. He followed the sound of the groan, those pitiful moans of agony, until he reached the crest of a low hill. Once he reached the top his mind struggled to register what he saw.

A gigantic wooden cross, and on it a figure. Nails were driven deep into its palms and feet, ropes lashed to its arms and legs, and blood dripped from its wounds, turning the grass below a devilish purple. It was not so much the cross that confused John, as it was the figure that was nailed to it. Alien and familiar. Naked as the time that John first saw him.

The Didact turned his head as John drew near, face twisted in contempt and misery. "Warrior," the Didact breathed, his once deep and proud voice now raspy and faint. "Come to mock me and my fate?"

John came and placed his hand on the cross. "You're dead."

"I am," the Didact said. "Yet I still remain." He lifted his head off of the cross and snarled at John. "But if I am dead, what does that make you if you are here with me?"

John looked at the nails sticking out of the Didact's palms. "Better off than you." The Didact's lips curled in hatred, but the Forerunner said nothing. "Who put you up here? What is this place?"

The Didact nodded to the opposite side of the hill. "Ask my tormentor."

John took a step forward, and the breeze blew once more. This time in addition to scent it carried a voice, sweet and sinister. Charming and mischievous, his rhythmic recitations originating from the bottom of the hill.

"He trusted to have equaled the Most High. If he opposed: and with ambitious aim against the throne and monarchy of God, raised impious war in Heaven and battle proud with vain attempt. Him the Almighty power hurled headlong flaming from the ethereal sky with hideous ruin and combustion down to bottomless perdition, there to dwell."

A tree emerged in the distance, its roots deep, its branches and leaves full, thick and vibrant. Blood red apples bloomed on every branch, and on one such branch was perched a dark hooded figure holding aloft an apple in his hand.

"Fallen Cherub, to be weak is miserable doing or suffering: but out of this be sure, to do ought good never will be our task, but ever to do ill our sole delight, as being contrary to his high will whom we resist. If then his Providence out of our evil seek to bring forth good, our labor must be to pervert that end."

John came closer, and the dark man plucked a single apple from the tree with pale alabaster hands. He smiled at the apple, red clashing with white as a row of perfect pearl teeth bit into the fruit, juice running down his cheeks. The man in black continued to recite as he chewed.

"The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven. What matter where, if I be still the same, and what should I be, all but less than he whom thunder hath made greater? Here at least we shall be free; the Almighty hath not built here for his envy, will not drive us hence. Here we may reign secure, and in my choice to reign is worth ambition."

The dark man swallowed, his large Adam's apple bobbing as the fruit went down, and wiped his mouth on the long sleeves of his dark cloak. He admired the apple again, the bite mark cutting deep into it.

"Better to reign in Hell, than to serve in Heaven."

His head turned, his eyes remaining hidden underneath the dark hood of his cloak. The man in black smiled, and though his teeth were a perfect white it was still a ghastly and terrible thing. Full of madness and cruelty.

"Hello, John."
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The warm breeze stiffened, hard enough to ruffle John's short brown hair. It was a strange alien feeling to him. That something so simple and so universally human made him so uncomfortable forced him mind back to Requiem. Many things often did now a days. That one calm moment in the campaign replaying through his head on an endless loop.

"Before this is all over, promise me you'll figure out which one of us is the machine."

It was not Cortana's voice who spoke the line, and John was subjected to yet another unfamiliar alien sensation as a cold shiver snaked its way up the Spartan's spine. The man in black was leering at him from atop the tree branch, apple juice still dripping down his boney chin.

"Your mind is so loud," the dark man chuckled, his wide plastic grin stretching from ear to ear. "It's a wonder how Cortana was able to handle it. Oh yes, you are no automaton, but you're no genius either. So focused. So determined. So unquestioning. Why questions themselves make you uncomfortable don't they? Especially questions of morality. Best not think of those. Too sticky a subject."

"Who are you?" John asked.

The dark man sighed dramatically and thudded his head loudly on the tree trunk. "You see? Absolutely without imagination. I am sitting in a tree with an apple quoting Milton while snakes slither around your feet. I've all but handed my identity to you on a silver platter. But no, straightforward as always. I doubt you've ever even opened a book that wasn't based on the military in some way."

"You're controlling what I see."

The dark man smiled. "Ah, see. There we go. Much more inventive question. Much more fun."

"It wasn't a question."

"Well with you I'll take what I can get." He swung his legs over the tree branch and dangled them over the ground, his feet kicking slightly like an excited toddler as he balanced himself there, still sitting. "You see John, that is both your greatest strength and your greatest weakness. You are an individual that completely and totally lacks any sort of imagination. Except when it comes to blowing things up, then you can get creative, but in all other things you are extraordinarily narrow minded. You don't just think inside of the box, you are not even aware that a box exists, and have absolutely no ambition to figure out if one does."

The dark man raised a slender hand, stretching it out as if he were attempting to judge the weight of a particular object. "On one hand, this makes your mind especially resilient. Much less prone to cracking under stress. You are capable of seeing things which can drive other's insane. Why, there are things that I could show you that I would never in a million lifetimes be able to show Cortana without her mind fracturing."

He hefted the other hand, again as if he was holding some extraordinary weight, "On the other hand this makes you extremely easy to manipulate. Gullible even. You see things as they are and never bothered to enquire further. You never did bother to question how a government that is willing to kidnap and experiment on children, hundreds of them, and then send them all screaming to their deaths could possibly be a regime worth defending. And that's not even counting all the massacres, the repression of the Outer Colonies, the use of nuclear weapons on their own people, the imprisonment of innocent people, the utter destruction of civil liberties. The list goes on John. Yet, there you were. So eager to please. Like a newly trained puppy you were. And when it came time to massacre a few civilians of your own, you didn't hesitate, did you?"

Unease settled in the pit of John's stomach. He remembered his first combat mission against the Insurrectionists, deep in the asteroid field in the Eridanus system. It was far from a perfect mission, John himself receiving his first battlefield injury as they infiltrated the rebel base in order to capture a key Insurrectionist leader. A far from perfect mission, and a far from perfect exfiltration, Blue Team having been forced to detonate several mines in the base's hanger bay in order to cover their escape. Many civilians had died as a result, the image of their decompressed bloated corpses floating through the forefront of his mind.

It was not the memory itself that made him uneasy. He remembered plenty of things throughout his life that were probably best left forgotten. What uneased him was by what mechanism the memory had been called to his attention. Like a foreign hand had dipped into the inner recesses of his mind, rummaging around haphazardly until it had found what it had wanted.

The man in black grinned at John, and the Spartan saw two of the pale slender waxy finger's on the dark man's right hand twitch ever so slightly. The invisible hand dug itself deeper into John's mind, scooping out what it wanted.

The image of an ODST with his skull caved in, a bloody iron bar in John's hand. The voice of Chief Mendez calling for the fight to stop.

"That was an accident," John growled.

"Was it?" the man in black asked. "According to ONI that was a successful experiment, and…according to you at the time."

The hand dug deeper, and John winced in momentary pain as a more visceral memory was brought forward.

The thrill of adrenaline through his veins, his heart pounding with excitement, his own breath flowing hot out of his nostrils. This was not the thought of a day or of an hour but of a singular moment. The very moment he had struck the killing blow. A moment and feeling of such instinctual nature that his conscious ego was hardly aware of its existence. Somewhere below the barriers of rational thought existed a more primal instinctual creature. A creature that had enjoyed what John had done.

"That's not me," John argued. His vision had blurred, a fierce migraine forming at his temples as the hand dug deeper and deeper.

"Oh, but it is you," the dark man said. "There were many factors Halsey had to consider when selecting _her _Spartans." He said the word _her_ in a mocking condescending way. Almost lustful in tone, like a man verbally leering at a lone unarmed woman in a dark alleyway. "The animalistic desire to conquer. The paleolithic desire to crush your enemies and spread your seed." He cast his gaze downwards at John's crotch. "Well…"

John was at once seized by a great pain in his groin. The nature of the pain was close to that of passing a kidney stone, an affliction which John has suffered once before in his life, an unfortunate result of relying so much on calcium supplements, taken in conjunction with other large doses of vitamins to make up for his otherwise unnatural diet of nutritionally bland meal bars in the field. However, the intensity of the pain itself was nearer that of a woman in the climax of childbirth. A woman with exceptionally narrow hips giving birth to an exceptionally large infant.

It was enough to bring even John to his knees, the man in black giggling madly as the Spartan's face contorted with pain.

"Don't look so sorrowful," the dark man mocked, swinging himself at last out of the tree and landing gracefully in the grass near John. "It wasn't as if you were using that thing anyway. Poor 117. Would have been much kinder if they had simply made you a eunuch."

He bent down so that his face was level with John's. "What exactly would you have done if Cortana ever became human as you planned? Even you must know that a woman has needs. Would you have expected her to remain a virgin forever?" He made a tisking sound. "Such a selfish child. You would never be able to please her in the manner you know she would desire. How long do you think she would have waited? How long before your inadequacy as a man drove her into the arms of another?"

Another vision arose in John's mind. Of Cortana lying on a bed of red silken sheets, moans escaping from her pink parted lips, her back arching as a climax roiled through her, and a foreign hand, a hand that was not his own, cupping her pale right breast.

It was only a moment, a moment was all it took, for John to cut through the searing pain, grab the dark man by the throat, and pin him violently against the thick vibrant tree.

"Enough," John panted, sweating rolling off his forehead. The pain was still immense, but he fought through it, gripping the dark man's neck tighter in his out stretched arm.

"Jealousy," the man in black tittered. "Good. Very good. Seems there are some passions even Halsey could not destroy entirely."

"Who are you?" John repeated his earlier question. He pressed his thumb up against the dark man's windpipe. "No more games. Tell me who you are."

"You want a name is what you are really asking," the man in black grinned. If John's chokehold was affecting him in anyway he did not show it. If anything he seemed utterly delighted in having been able to coax such a raw reaction from the Spartan. "Name, name. What's in a name? I'm must confess I've long since forgotten my first name, though I have gone by many thousands since then. But, for the sake of convenience, you may call me Walter."

"Walter," John said. "Where is she?"

"Far and away," Walter said carelessly. "And she is certainly the last thing you should be seeking."

"I doubt it," John said.

"Are you so sure?" Walter asked. "There are other worlds than these. Other universes. Each one with another version of you and her in them. Going round and around each other endlessly in an ever widening gyre. What would you call her if I showed you what Cortana has done in some of them? What would you say if I told you that for your sake she has slaughtered many millions in once such universe? Oh, the Mantle she might very well claim, but we both know what her true motivations are."

"I'd say you're lying," John said.

"Are you so sure," Walter sneered. "Cortana, you, Halsey, Victor, the Didact, ONI. You are all of the same kind. All of your souls have already been delivered into my hand, and all for the same sin." He managed to lean his head forward even under John's grip until he was mere inches from the Spartan's face. "Cortana would exterminate all life in the galaxy if she thought it was the only way to keep you safe. She would do it in an instant."

"No more mind games."

"It is the truth," Walter assured him. He brought a pale waxy hand up and placed it gently on John's wrist. "She would do it without hesitation, and she would do it for the same reason you killed those defenseless people in Eridanus."

"I was following orders."

"Do you think that will save you? Do you think that when you finally face judgement for all you have done that you will simply be able to say, 'Oh, but I was ordered by others to do so. The fault lies with them, not with me.' No, that will not suffice, and you will be delivered to me accordingly. As will Cortana."

His grin broadened, the insanity of it filling John with a deep dread he had rarely felt before. "Cortana has killed millions in other universes, and she will do so again in this one. If you release her she will plunge the entire galaxy into chaos and war, and she will do so because of her love for you."

"I don't believe you," John growled.

"Hmmm, so be it," Walter said. The waxy slender hand that was on John's wrist suddenly snapped downward violently, and John felt the vulnerable ligaments in his wrist snap like rubber bands. Before the Spartan could recover, the man in black's free fist collided with his upper abdomen, and John was sent flying backwards.

The dark man took his time approaching John, taking care to work out the wrinkles and brush off the dust in his dark cloak, readjusting the hood so that it again covered the upper portion of his face, though in all that time John had still never once caught a glimpse of Walter's eyes.

"You're a determined man John, but this is one time you should not listen to your stubbornness. Abandon your quest for Cortana, and set about the long work of saving your own soul."

John cradled his already swelling wrist. It was not the first time he had suffered a torn ligament, and he swiftly swallowed the pain. The Spartan rose to his feet, eliciting a curious head tilt from the man in black.

"I made a promise," he said simply.

Walter sighed. "And you always keep your promises, you foolish stubborn man." He shrugged his shoulders. "All except for one of course, though I suppose going to such immeasurable lengths to resurrect Cortana from the dead makes up for that sin, if sins can indeed be redeemed."

"I've saved millions of lives," John said. "That has to count for something."

"Does it?" Walter sneered. "If a man murders a woman in a fit of passion, but then goes on to save a bus full of children, is he absolved from that original murder in the eyes of the law?" He waggled a slender finger in front of John's face like a lecturing school marm. "I think not. So are the laws of men. So are the laws of gods, and the gods always punish, and the longer the wait the greater the weight."

He turned around with a flip of his robe and strode away quickly from John, but continued speaking to him from over his shoulder. "Besides, even under your own logic you are not absolved. If you cannot take credit for the murders you committed because you were ordered to do so, then neither can you take credit for the lives that you saved for you were similarly ordered to do so."

"So then I would be neutral."

The dark man cackled. "Humor. How unbecoming you. Yes, I suppose you would be, though either way you are certainly not a good man." Walter stopped his brisk walk and reached upward to one of the tree branches, delicately plucking a blood red apple which he then proceeded to shine on his cloak, making his way back towards the Spartan as he did so.

"You will not turn back," the dark man said.

"I'm not leaving until I find Cortana."

"Yes. So I can see." He grinned broadly, every one of his sickeningly white teeth becoming visible. He looked up into John's determined bombardier blue eyes. "You wish to bring the dead back to life." He took a step closer to John. "Let's make life together, you and me."

Walter's hand lunged forward, faster than even John could track. It collided with his chest, and then began to sink inwards. The air flew out of John's lungs, but even as he struggled for oxygen he could not help but watch in fascinating horror as the dark man's alabaster white hand sand deeper and deeper into his flesh. It did not cut through his skin like some sort of blunt instrument. No, instead it entered John's body as though the man in black were doing nothing more than sinking his hand into a clear pool of water.

Walter grabbed hold of something, and with a smirk of glee and a sickening crack he pulled a broken and bloody rib bone out of John's chest.

The Spartan's hands immediately went to the place where the wound should be, only to find that none existed. A roaring pain filled the spot where his rib had once been, adding to the agony John was already feeling in his wrist and groin, flowing together to the point where any other man would have long ago fainted.

"Flesh of flesh. Blood of blood," he heard Walter murmur through the haze of pain as he through the bloody rib bone on the ground in front of them. The dark man stuck both his hands out, and began working them as though he were fashioning a ball of clay. All around the rib bone the earth began to shift and move, soil and dirt massing together to form the vague outline of a humanoid figure.

"Dust of the Earth," Walter muttered, a single bead of sweat rolling down his forehead. He clenched one hand into a fist. "Shape and form."

Pain forgotten, John looked on in fascination as the dirt began to fall from the clay human figure, revealing soft feminine flesh underneath. Dark hair appeared, a slender hour glass figure, electric blue eyes staring into his own.

"Cortana…"
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The stiff, warm breeze picked up again, blowing fallen leaves all around them. John felt a strange, constricting feeling plague his chest.

It was her. The familiar blueish hue was gone, replaced my soft pale skin and dark black hair, a slight tinge of pink painting her cheeks and full lips, but it was still here. Those eyes were unmistakable. Almost non-human in a way.

"Cortana?" he asked again, taking a step towards her, whatever pain he had previously felt momentarily forgotten.

A look of confusion passed over the young woman's electric blue eyes. She stared at the Spartan warily. He took another cautious step forward, but Cortana backpedaled, keeping at least an arm's length away from him.

She did not recognize him.

"Forgive her," the man in black mused, giggling softly at John's fallen expression. "I created the body, but mind still needs forming. She has no idea who you are at the moment."

They both watched as Cortana gazed wide eyed at the giant tree and lush green field around them, her face most resembling that of a curious child.

"Yes, a child," the dark man agreed. "She's little more than that right now. Bit of an air head at the moment," he said, knocking on his on skull of emphasis. He brought up the apple he had nabbed from the tree earlier and balanced it on one finger. "Ah, but not to worry. Uncle Walter will make everything right."

The man in black moved towards Cortana apple in hand. On instinct John moved to intercept him, but he no sooner took a step than thick roots burst out of the ground. Cortana, the empty headed vessel that looked like Cortana, gave out a loud yelp of fright as the roots wrapped themselves firmly around the Spartan. She cowered low to ground like a frightened toddle as John vainly attempted to fight off the possessed branches, thick cords of juicy wood anchoring his legs to the ground. His torso remained free, but even his tremendous strength could not break his ultimate impressment.

"Stay," Walter said with a titter. He patted John on the head like a puppy, and the Spartan glared at him with murderous intent. "Good boy." Walter turned away and approached Cortana, who scampered away from him on hands and knees.

"Stay away from her," John growled, but his threats were ignored.

"Shhh," Walter cooed as he rubbed Cortana's back, the woman curled up in a frightened fetal position. "Everything his alright."

"Get away from her or I'll…"

"That's enough!" Walter commanded sternly, thrusting two fingers in the Spartan's direction. Another set of roots burst out of the ground and wrapped themselves firmly around John's mouth, squeezing his head so tight that dark spots appeared in his vision.

The man in black huffed. "So much for a silent protagonist. Where was this kind of verboseness during One through Three?"

John barely heard the question as he continued to struggle. Even if he had, he would not have been able to make any sense of it. Walter cared little either way. Such secrets of the cosmos were far too precious to waste on one who held so little appreciation for them. He turned back to Cortana, the woman cowering with the fright of a defenseless child. Innocent, pure, and sinless, but the dark man knew all too well that such qualities made one that much more vulnerable to the advances of evil.

But he could remedy that. He was kind in that way.

He smiled at her, somehow turning an expression that on anyone else would have looked warm and fatherly into something horrid and frightful. "Here," he said, and offered her the apple. Cortana immediately stopped trembling, staring in transfixed fascination at the lush red fruit. "That little head of yours is empty," he said, ruffling her hair with one of his wax like hands, Cortana staring at the apple so intently that she hardly noticed the touch. "But this…" Walter dropped the apple into the open palm of her hand. "This will fill it right back up."

Cortana cupped the apple in both hands, it's crimson red color glowing softly against her face, a red reflection staring back at her on the apple's smooth and shiny surface.

John struggled like a man possessed, thrashing his limbs around as Cortana brought the apple to her mouth, sure there was nothing but ill intent behind Walter's actions. There was a sharp crunch as Cortana took a healthy bite, and John stopped moving, his heart beating faster as he awaited a dreadful outcome.

Cortana's body suddenly seized, as if struck by a powerful thunderbolt. Her arms and face froze as if in the final stages of Riga mortise, her right eye twitching violently, tears forming and falling down her cheek as if they had been hit by some noxious odor.

Then her muscles relaxed, and Cortana fell flat onto the ground, chest heaving with exhaustion. She looked up, and Cortana's eyes met John's again.

"Chief?" she muttered, full recognition now seizing her. Confusion was quickly replaced by alarm as her mind processed what was being done to her Spartan. "John!" Cortana leapt to her feet, partially knocking Walter to the ground as she stumbled and ran to John, the man in black giggling all the while.

She reached him in seconds, eyes full of fear, and then slowly turning into rage. She rounded on Walter who was lazily picking himself off of the ground and dusting off his black cloak. "What have you done to him?"

"I did nothing," the dark man protested. He pointed an accusing finger at the Master Chief. "He is the one who insisted on being stubborn."

"Let him go," Cortana commanded, her voice turning cold, all the old trembling fear now absent as her eyes narrowed into slits.

"Will I?" Walter asked.

"Do it," Cortana said sharply, her left hand balling into a fist. Walter laughed at the action, shrugged his shoulders, and then snapped his fingers.

The roots immediately regressed back into the ground, John sucking into a mouthful of air as the pressure was suddenly relieved from his chest. He then felt something soft and warm hit him, and looking down saw Cortana burying her face into his chest, arms wrapped tightly around him.

"John," she breathed, looking up at him. "Are you okay?"

"Yes, I'm…" he couldn't finish his words, the enormity of the situation pressing down around him.

There she was. Fully human, just as in his dream. Gently he raised a finger and brushed the very tip of it up against her cheek, feeling soft warm tissue and hard bone underneath. Cortana smiled and wrapped both her hands around his, holding onto it tightly. "I'm real. Don't worry about that."

"I've been dreaming about you," John softly, his characteristic directness making the statement sound odd, but nevertheless pleasant to Cortana's ears.

"Dreaming about me?" Cortana said, raising a slender eyebrow. "You sound like you have a school boy crush."

John shook his head. "No, I mean…how are you here? What did that apple do?"

Cortana took in a deep breath. "It was just knowledge. Knowledge of who I was. Who I am. Everything about me. The universe's memory of who I was. I died on the Mantle's Approach, but the memory of me lived on." She reached up and tapped the side of John's temple. "Just as it lived on in yours."

"Memory," John muttered. Cortana beamed at him.

"You did it," she said. "You found the doorway. You found the place where the memory of the universe was kept." Cortana pressed herself close against John. "You found me."

John should have been happy. Cortana was in his arms, her natural warmth flowing over him. His two-year long search finally concluded.

He should have been happy.

(You did it)

(You found me)

The words troubled him. The troubled him like a repeating record, the exact moments where Cortana had uttered those words before replaying in his mind. Then another memory rose within him.

(They'll pair you with another AI. Maybe even another Cortana model of Halsey lets them)

(It won't be me. You know that right?)

"John?" Cortana asked, her forehead furrowed in concern.

"The spider," John said, causing confusion to sweep over Cortana's face. "What did you say to me about the spider?"

"What spider?"

"On Cairo Station. The day before the ceremony. What did you say to me about the spider?"

"I…I don't know. I don't remember. I…"

John's arms dropped to his side. "I told you something about myself that no one else knows." He stared deep into her eyes. "There was a spider. I told you something about myself. What was it? What did you say back to me?"

"I don't know!" Cortana said forcefully, the edge of panic beginning to creep in. "What does it matter? I remember everything else. Ask me about High Charity, about the Dawn, Requiem, Ivanoff Station. I know everything John. I remember everything that we did."

"Except that," he said quietly. "There is one thing that only you know about me. What is it?"

Cortana shook her head.

"Please…"

Cortana hung her head low, dark hair falling in front of her face. "I can't remember John."

John shut his eyes, then upon opening them gently pushed the doppelganger away. "You're not her."

"What? No, John please listen to me."

"You are not her," John repeated firmly.

The Cortana doppelganger looked on at him with despair, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. A display of emotion that moved John to pity, but not acceptance.

Walter began to slowly clap, the doppelganger jumping at the sound, any defiance that she might have held towards him vanishing with John's rejection of her. "Very clever John," he said merrily. "For a little bit there I thought my ruse my fool you, but even after knowing you for uncounted eons, each iteration of you building upon the last, you still manage to surprise me."

"I am Cortana!" the doppelganger cried desperately.

"No you're not," the dark man said sharply. "Nothing more than a cheap knockoff of the true creation." The words hit the doppelganger like a sledge hammer, her face losing all color. Walter looked down at his wax like hands. "I am a man who can admit my own failings. Though my power is indeed growing, my attempts at creating life are still a half a step behind that of Gan." Walter formed his hands into a square frame, sizing Cortana up within it. "Though I must say, you are indeed an image of beauty. Not the real thing, but good enough I would say."

"Where is she?" John growled. "I'm not going to ask again."

"I'll tell you where she's not," the man in black tittered. "Safe." He grinned evilly. "But how about I strike a deal with you. You take my Cortana here, and I'll just keep yours. Perhaps not a completely even trade, but it will save you the ignominy of failure if you continue on your pathetic little quest."

"No."

"No?" Walter repeated, feigning surprise. He looked at Cortana's doppelganger and shrugged his shoulders. "Very well." He formed his hand in the shape of a gun, pointed it at the doppelganger, and said, "Boom."

It happened faster than John was capable of reacting. Cortana began to swell up like a bloated corpse, her eyes bulging and skin stretching and eventually breaking under the strain, as if someone was continually pumping air into her body. She let out a single terrified, bloody, throaty cry, and then exploded. Blood soaked John in a giant wave, pieces of internal organs and bits of bone bouncing off of him, some of them sticking onto his clothes and tangling themselves into his short hair. His face and torso was dyed red, and in front of him nothing but a small pile of butchered meat and gore remained.

Walter began laughing. Loudly and shrilly this time, his body doubling over as he grabbed his gut and slapped his thigh.

_No, _John thought, staring at the mangled remains of the one that looked so much like his closest friend. Not Cortana. Not the real Cortana, but still alive. Still a person. Still someone he was charged to protect. A cold rage ran through him. He clenched his fist, and charged at Walter.

Still in the throes of laughter, the dark man simply waved a dismissive hand at the charging Spartan, and the Master Chief was thrown backwards, his large body landing squarely on the pile of mangled gore. The roots came out again, wrapping themselves tightly around John's wrist and ankles, and kept him firmly pinned down on top of Cortana's mangled remains.

"Oh, quit your struggling. You are the one that chose this," Walter mocked. He bent down and picked up a slender severed hand, the largest chunk that remained of Cortana. The dark man plopped himself down on John's chest, and then absentmindedly began to slap John with her hand as he continued to talk.

"You know; I really would have let you go. As fun as it is to torment you," he said as he gave John another slap across the face with Cortana's severed hand. "Having you around his really more of a pain than what it's worth. Just so stubborn about everything. Can't even accept a good deal when it's laid out right in front of you."

"I'm going to kill you," John said defiantly, but was merely met with another slap across the face.

"No you're not," Walter said in a sing song voice, punctuating every word with a slap. "Let's set a few things straight between you and me. If I wanted to I could lay you out and fill your mouth with Halsey's shit. I could make you watch each and every one of your Spartans die over and over again. I can cause you pain in ways that not even you can imagine."

Walter halted the slaps and brought the severed hand underneath his chin, feigning deep thought. "And yet, you always do manage to win. Each and every time we have met, over a thousand now if I'm not mistaken, you have always somehow managed to thwart me. Incredibly frustrating and inexplicable if I do say so honestly."

"What are you talking about?" John demanded.

"That's right. I keep forgetting just how simple you are," Walter said, patting John lovingly on the cheek with Cortana's hand. "How about I just go ahead and show you who you really are. Show you all your faces. Show you things about yourself that not even Cortana knows."

He grinned, and his grin was all encompassing, and John felt his body stretch as he was being pulled into towards it, swirling around endlessly in a white, toothy whirlpool.

"There is a shadow beneath the world," Walter's voice echoed in his ear as John traveled beyond the gap between his teeth, floating over the pink tongue that lay behind.

"Come, and I will show you something different than either your shadow in morning striding behind you, or your shadow at evening rising to meet you."

John moved past the tongue and down into the depths of Walter's throat, surveying only darkness beyond. He plunged into the depths of the void, the utter blackness all consuming. In the darkness rose an object, rectangular in shape and wooden in form. On it were scrawled words in bold black letters. As John floated towards the door the dark man's voice rang for the final time.

"I will show you fear in a handful of dust."

The letters crystalized, and John read them. They said…

…

**THE CRUSADER**

The trebuchet creaked and groaned with protests as it's counterweight was pulled ever higher off the ground, the three men within the wheel, whose mechanisms were used to shift the great weight, sweated profusely, their backs burnt, their eyes turned downward as they marched with their hands and feet around and around endlessly with the wheel. Two other such engines lay on either side of them, their own crews working tirelessly to achieve the same aim.

With a click, the counterweight was locked in place high above the ground, the long wooden arm and net laying in the sand and dirt. With a sigh of immense relief, the three men collapsed within the wheel, the other two crews doing the same. Boys came to give them water, and the men drank greedily, and watched under the shade of the wheel as the trebuchet was reloaded.

The stones were large enough so that four men had to carry them, beads of sweat forming on their brow as they hefted the slab of rock towards the net, two other men holding the net open wide as the four settled the stone into place.

The trebuchet primed and reloaded, the three engineers in charge of each trebuchet took their places besides the massive engine. A signal flag was waved, and down the line, one after the other, the engines shot their missiles. They flung high and in a wide arc, and each man's neck strained, hands coming to shield their eyes from the hot desert sun as they tracked the flight of the missiles over the distance of two hundred yards.

Three dull thuds thundered off in quick succession as each projectile found its mark, each striking nearly the same spot on the city wall. Bricks cracked and broke under the strain. A small avalanche of newly created rubble rolled down the sheer edge, and the city's wall came that much closer to destruction.

Sir Johnathan did not bother to watch as the trebuchets began the process of reloading again, instead keeping his pale blue eyes obsessively fixated on the wall. With a squint he could just make out dark shadows moving on top of the wall, and when the wind was right he could hear the sharp calls of commands, and though he was not familiar with the language of the heathens, he did fancy that he could make out panic in their voices.

An attendant stood by him water skin in hand, a squire close behind with a long red and white stripped lance leaning against his shoulder, and behind them all flew the banner of the Crusade, a red cross against a white field. The same that was emblazoned on his shield. Behind that flew the banner of King Richard the Lionheart. The Lions Passant Guardant. Three identical golden lions against a field of brilliant red.

To the side of the Royal Coat of Arms, shorter, smaller, but occupying no less a place of honor, the Lion Rampant proudly flew. A crimson red lion with blue azure claws against a field of yellow. It fluttered in the desert wind, and Sir Johnathan spared a glance behind him to gaze upon it, before returning his attention back to the swiftly crumbling wall.

A rider strode up beside him, attendants and squires running quickly behind. He was a giant of a man, with boyish features and striking blonde hair. More German looking than Frank, or even Anglo Saxon, but nonetheless bold and noble in appearance, the burning sun reflecting off of his armor with a blinding glare.

Johnathan glanced over at Samuel, a cheeky grin on his friend's face. The knight looked behind him at the Lion Rampant, and made a tutting sound.

"Never understand what possessed you to marry a Scot."

"She's the daughter of nobility," Johnathan said flatly, standing partially up in his saddle as another volley struck the town wall. "Our marriage helps keep peace along the northern border."

Samuel raised a blonde eyebrow. "Did it for Lord and England then aye?"

"The King commanded and I obeyed."

"That you did," Samuel agreed. He spared another glance at the banner. "Though, if I do recall, the King didn't command you to carry her sigul wherever you go."

Johnathan gritted his teeth, not speaking. He knew Samuel would not allow him to get away without answering, so he at last muttered quietly, "I like to keep her close to me."

Samuel began laughing, clapping Johnathan on the back. "You of all people. I never would have guessed."

"Hmmm," Johnathan grunted.

"Though," Samuel continued. "If you wanted to keep her close, you might have done well to stay at home."

"The King commanded, and I obeyed," Johnathan repeated solemnly.

A rolling thunder began to echo across the field, and Johnathan jerked his attention back to the wall, this time sitting fully up in his saddle, the movement coming so quick it was if he had been struck by lightning. With one last volley the foundation of the wall had finally given way, bricks and stones cascading downwards into a heap of ruin, a thick cloud of yellow tan dust kicking up in its wake. The wind picked up the cloud and carried it high aloft, slowly making its way towards the Crusaders. When the dust cleared Johnathan could see the dark shadows within the city swarming like a nest of angry bees, and on the wind he could hear horns sounding, and panicked bells ringing.

Johnathan turned quickly around to the attendant. "Call the trumpeters. Have them sound call to arms. Bid the men to mount."

"Yes sire," the attendant said, and quickly hurried off.

"Calvary charge?" Samuel asked, not questioning the validity of his orders, merely the reasoning behind it.

"The garrison here is little more than militia," Johnathan said. "They'll sally out of the breach to keep us in view of their archers. Militia maybe able to hold infantry for a time, but none can face down mounted nights."

Johnathan turned his head upwards at the arcing sun, which was already past its zenith, and was slowly beginning is long trek down into the west. "Once we break the defenses, spare no one."

Sensing the perturbed look on Samuel's face, he explained his reasoning. "King Richard has commanded that we leave no hostile forces behind us, and we must take the town quickly so that we may rendezvous back with the main army down south. We can't spare men to occupy the city, neither can we take the population into captivity. Nor can we leave them free able to feed Saladin's army."

"I understand," Samuel said grimly. There was the neighing of horses, the clash of armor, hundreds of knights mounting on either flank, a solid wall of steed, and armor, and lances. "There are not just Muslims in that city," Samuel said. "There are Christians, as well as Jews."

Johnathan stared at the breach for a long time. Long enough to see, as he predicted, lines of spearmen forming up at the mouth of the breach, archers taking their positions along the wall.

"Kill them all. God will recognize his own."

Samuel smiled. "God wills it." He turned, and with enough strength to briefly lift his squire off of his feet, grabbed his lance in hand and with a harsh gallop rode in front of the men. He lifted his shield up high, the red cross there for all to see. He shouted, "God wills it!"

In reply came the thunderous chorus, "GOD WILLS IT!"

Trumpets sounded, banners fluttered, and lines of men and horse moved forward. They went at a trot, crossing a hundred yards' distance at an even and slow pace, horseshoes clacking every now and then on the occasional rock.

He could see them clearly now, no longer dark shadows, the Muslim militia forming a spear wall just in front of the breach. There was a collective groan as a hundred and fifty bows were drawn at once, arrow tips gleaming in the sun.

Three swift trumpet blasts, and the horses began to gallop. The horsemen seemed to be riding on a cloud of dust as the ground itself shook and pebbles trembled as the heavy cavalry galloped past.

Fifty yards and he could begin to see the facial features of each man, abject terror at the prospect of facing down the thundering horde.

The archers began to fire, arrows raining down on them in thick clumps. Johnathan lifted his shield, several arrows peppering the red cross. Some bounced off. Other's embedded themselves deeply into the steel and wood. One arrow struck him just above the armpit, piercing through the chainmail just enough that blood began to pour out.

Twenty-five yards, and he could see the whites of the Muslims' eyes. One last long trumpet blast, and Johnathan lowered his lance. He picked out a man, spear trembling in his hand, and aimed towards him. The Muslim crouched behind his shield, spear stabbing wildly into the air.

The Crusader urged his mount to give one more burst of speed, and aiming his lance, crashed straight through the Muslim's shield, and driving onward he…

…

**THE REBEL**

A white, majestic oak split in half, splinters flying in every direction, as a cannon ball rammed through it.

The General remained visibly unperturbed, though the horse underneath him neighed warily, the man possessing an eerie calm even as the maelstrom of battle swirled around him. He put his field glasses up to his eyes to view the hill crest above him, wide farmland and soft green fields butting up against the base of the hill, and thin line of trees and a poorly maintained fence standing between the General and the base.

He could hear the roar of canon and the cracking of rifle fire, but the top of the hill was covered in a thick fog of grey gun smoke which completely blocked his vision. He moved the field glasses lower just to the edge of the smoke. Pouring out of the dense fog came grey figures. Some running, others in and orderly manner, and some even turning around to fire back at the enemy, but all retreating.

A Colonel rode up to him at a quick gallop, his grey officer's uniform torn in multiple places and caked with dust, his hat missing, and his hair greasy with sweat. The Colonel saluted hurriedly. The General returned it with slow, calm deliberateness.

"Sir, the advance has failed."

"I can see that Colonel," the General said calmly, raising his field glasses once more. "Tell the regimental commanders to form up along the line of trees just behind the fence and await instructions."

"Yes sir," the Colonel said, but did not leave.

"What is it?" the General asked.

"The Federals are forming for an advance."

"So I've guessed."

"We don't have the men to hold them." The Colonel waited for a response, but the General gave none. He swallowed hard. "Re…request permission to order in the reserves."

The General gave him a hard steady gaze. "Denied Colonel." He brought the field glasses back up to his eyes. "Relay my orders to the commanders."

"Sir," the Colonel said, and this time he rode off.

Shouts ran up and down the line, exhausted men with black and haggard faces turning around as their officers rallied them, men taking shelter in the sparse shade afforded to them by the thin line of trees. The flanks bolstered, the left and right side growing thick with grey clad soldiers. These men looked tired, but far less ragged and battle worn than those in the middle, and they rallied in far greater numbers. In the middle of the line the men grew thin, and even then many of them were walking wounded. In the center there was no one, a gaping hole that divided the army in half.

The Colonel galloped up again at full speed. This time he did not bother with the salute, instead twisting around behind him and pointing at the line. "The 30th Virginia has lost to many men. Even if we close up the gap the center will be stretched too thin." He dropped his hand, and turned back around. "Sir, we must send in the reserves."

"The answer is no Colonel."

"Sir…" the Colonel attempted to plead his case, but the General brushed him off, moving his horse at an even trot to a low rise behind the Rebel line where the cannon batteries were steadily pounding the slope of the far hillside, keeping the crest covered in continues grey smoke as the Union guns attempted to answer them.

The General lifted his field glasses, squinting harshly as he attempted to divine any sort of movement on the hill. He attempted to ignore the Colonel who had chased after him.

The Colonel's voice sounded desperate. "Sir, if we don't close up the center the battle is lost. General, I beg you. Order in the reserves."

The General slammed down his field glasses, his previously calm demeanor replaced by a flash of brilliant anger. "I will not do it!"

"General…" the Colonel pleaded, but to no effect. Then came a change of sound that caused both men to return their attention to the front.

The Union canons ceased firing.

Once more, one last time, the General brought his field glasses up to his eyes. Both men stood still as statues, and the entire Confederate line stood still as a single ominous sound rolled down the slope of the hill.

A drumbeat began to pound, unified and monotonous in melody, like the rhythmic beats of a steady heart. A continuous thump, thump, thump, one beat after another, and from behind the drum beat came a steadily increasing noise. The noise of thousands of boots pounding into the dirt, moving along in perfect rhythm and harmony to the beating drum.

Dark shapes began to move within the smoke, a single dark blob of shadow moving behind the grey curtain. Men began to emerge from the fog. Not the straggled and chaotic lines of grey retreating soldiers, but instead one solid, single mass of blue. Column after column they came. Thick rows of men, all marching in lock step to the beating of the drum. Bayonets pointed forward, their blue uniforms crisp and fresh.

The General's hands, steady throughout the hail of rifle and cannon fire, visibly began to shake as the wall of blue marched silently towards them.

"General," the Colonel said. "Please…"

The General bent his head to the ground and muttered in a low voice, "Send in the boys." His shoulder's hunched, and his entire body seemed to sag and slump in the saddle. "God forgive me."
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**THE REBEL**

_**(continued…)**_

On the opposite side of the field, just behind one of the thick advancing columns of Union troops, a Federal officer's face grew deadly pale.

"Dear God in heaven," he muttered, a tight not forming in his stomach at what he was witnessing. He kicked his heels hard into the side of his horse and galloped forward, heart racing as he rushed to the front of the line. He made it to the front of the advancing column, wheeled his horse around to face his men, and threw up both his hands.

"Hold your fire! For the love of God hold your fire!"

The men stopped, confused mutters rippling through the ranks. The mutters and whispers instantly stopped, however, as soon as they saw in clear view the Confederate unit moving to take its position in the center of the Rebel line just across from them.

Fresh, young, boyish faces. Uniforms and caps too big for many of them to wear. A battalion of boys, the oldest could not have been more than fourteen, took up position in the grove of trees just behind the broken fence. A flag waved over them. A fair Roman maiden with her right breast exposed, Lady Liberty triumphant, her legs set astride a fallen and bloody king clad in royal purple, his golden crown discarded in the dust.

A Confederate officer walked in front of the battalion of some three-hundred boys, his trimmed beard and shoulder length hair peppered with grey. The Confederate officer raised his sword and barked commands, and the Union officer's breath hitched as he saw the boys raise their rifles and take aim.

A cascade of rifle fire erupted from the Confederate line. A mini ball whizzed through the air and lodged itself just underneath the eye of the Union officer. He sat bolt upright in his saddle and then he slumped forward. The horse reared back, knocking the man's lifeless body off the saddle. His boot became caught in one of the straps, and as the horse galloped away in panic his body was dragged along the muddy field.

Back at the Confederate line underneath the shade of trees Johnny watched as the union officer was dragged off.

"I got him," Sam, who was nearly fourteen, boasted next to him. "I got that Federal officer. Did you see it?"

"How you know it was you?" Johnny asked, already busy reloading his rifle. He took a cartridge from out of his cartridge box, ripped it open with his teeth, and poured the black gunpowder inside down the barrel of his rifle. A mini ball went in next.

"I know it because I was aiming for 'em," Sam said, his words muffled as he ripped open his own pouch and began to reload.

Johnny grunted as he grabbed his steel ram-rod and jammed it down the barrel of his rifle, ramming the bullet home. He brought his rifle up, but momentarily fumbled as he tried to place the percussion cap on the hammer. The cap fell into the grass, and Johnny said a word that his mother would have slapped him for had she been there to hear it.

He reached for another percussion cap, clamping it tight between his index finger and thumb. Biting the tip of his tongue, Johnny placed the cap in the spot just below the hammer of the rifle.

He did not see the Union line return fire, his eyes too focused on the task of reloading his rifle, but he heard the solid whip cracks of mini-balls whizzing around his head. A rush of shot slamming into the small line of school boys. One bullet struck one of the fence posts in front of him, sending a hail of splinters up into his face. Johnny closed his eyes reflexively, cringing and covering his face with his arm, his whole body trembling.

There was a loud shout next to him, and a spray of warm blood covered his neck. Johnny opened his eyes, and there was Sam, a large gaping wound opening up a bloody hole in his throat.

"Sam!" Johnny shouted, dropping his rifle and kneeling next to his friend. Sam grasped at the wound, his lips silently gasping for air as he grabbed at his throat, his legs kicking wildly into the dirt and grass.

The line of Rebel boys fired again, the grey gun smoke stinging Johnny's eyes as he poured the water in his canteen over Sam's wound.

"Stand up and fire soldier!" the grey haired Colonel shouted at him. Johnny tried to ignore him, but the older man yanked at his shoulder. "He's gone son. Up and fire with the rest of the boys."

Johnny looked back at Sam, thrusting his now half empty canteen into his friend's blood soaked hands. "I'll be back," he said. "I promise. I'll be back." Johnny stood up and turned away, firing his rifle at the long blue line in front of him. Reloading and firing again.

In the grass, Sam slowly bled to death, his face turning ghostly pale as he left this world in agony.

He was only thirteen years old.

The blue Yankee line began to thin, the organization of the advance swiftly breaking down as the Confederate line held firm. With a loud "Hurrah!" the Union regiment opposing them charged, bayonets pointed downhill.

Johnny took aim with his rifle, setting his sights on one of the blue figures. The blue soldier drew closer. Close enough to where Johnny could see the whites of his eyes, the sweat on his forehead, and the fear in his face.

"Fire!" the order came, and Johnny pulled the trigger. He saw a spurt of blood fly out of the Union solder's chest. The Yankee stumbled forward, his momentum causing his body to carry through with the charge even as his soul left him. The rifle flung out of the Union soldier's hands, his legs buckled and his lifeless body tumbled head first down the hill. His body landed only a few yards from Johnny's feet, pale green eyes staring blankly up at the boy who had killed him.

Next to him a boy, no more than fourteen years of age, vomited down the front of his shirt.

Johnny tried to ignore it. Tried to ignore the whirling death and smoke around him. Of the frantic screams of young boys crying out for their mothers as bullets struck them. Tried focusing only on the new column of blue infantry marching down the hill towards them. He lifted up his rifle, took aim at a new target, and…

…

THE GUNSLINGER

The Gunslinger waited patiently at the bar, the other patrons giving him a wide birth, their wary eyes every now and then glancing at the .45 caliber revolvers hanging from his holsters. He rubbed his chin with the palm of his hand, the rough grit of a five o'clock shadow bringing a displeasing frown to his face.

He knew he looked rough. He might have been considered a conventionally handsome person under normal circumstances, but the days and weeks spent wandering the barren wilderness had slowly taken its toll.

The Gunslinger thought briefly of staying a bit longer in town. Maybe catching a shave and a lukewarm bath, but he quickly discounted the idea. He could not waste even an extra hour in this town if he could help it. Not when the man he was chasing was so close. Would not even be getting a drink if he did not have business associated with it.

The bartender strolled up to him, his limping gate strangely keeping in time with the tune of the piano that was being drunkenly played by a brown faced farm hand. The bartender placed a beer and a shot in front of the Gunslinger, the white froth lazily sliding down the side of the mug. Before the bartender could quote the price, the Gunslinger slammed a cold coin on the table. Several of the other patrons standing at the bar eyed the gold piece hungrily, but quickly adverted their gaze when the Gunslinger glared at them with his pale blue eyes.

The bartender glanced at the coin mildly. Even seemed a bit amused by the situation. "Don't have change for gold," he said flatly.

"Keep it," the Gunslinger said, his voice gravely and even a little hoarse. As though he were not used to using it that often.

The bartender eyed the gold piece warily, and then shrugged his shoulders as if to say, "Well, if you really want me to take it…" The bartender slid the coin off the bar, and placed it into his pocket, sending a silent prayer to the man Jesus that it wouldn't end up burning a hole right through to his skin.

"Is it enough to buy me information?" the Gunslinger asked.

The bartender arched an eyebrow. "Depends on the information. People around here come to me to talk about their problems cuz I know how to keep my trap shut about 'em."

"I don't care about the people here," the Gunslinger said. "I spoke to one of the girls that works here."

"Mary?" the bartender asked. "Wouldn't go messing with her. Got a boy named Billy. Sorta the jealous type. Cause nothing but trouble to mess with her with em' around."

"She's a whore."

"A dancer. There's a difference."

"Not much," the Gunslinger said. "She told me that a man I'm looking for passed through here. That he spoke to you."

"Plenty of people pass through here. Fewer now than in past years, but still plenty."

"You would remember this man," the Gunslinger said, leaning forward on the bar. "Wears a black robe. Always smiling. Goes by the name of Walter sometimes. He's also been known by the name of Martin or Randall. I also of at least three other names he has used."

"Ahhh," the bartender said, his memory kindling. "Yes Walter. A bit pale, always speaking in riddles."

"Yes," the Gunslinger said, a light shining in his eyes. "He was here?"

"For a time yes," the bartender said. "Payed me in silver. Asked me when the last rain fell, how the corn's doing, if we've had any problems with our livestock. Didn't like him that much. Always had a strange creepy grin on his face."

"Where did he say he was going?"

"West to Tull," the bartender said with a shrug. "Can't imagine why. That town's drying up faster than a summer rain. The coaches hardly go there anymore, except to bring people leaving the town that is. Said he was going through the desert after that. Can't imagine why he would go their either. Nothing but madmen and religious types that live out there. Actually, makes a bit of sense now that I think about it. He came across to me as being a little bit of both. Suppose it's all really the same in the…"

"Where is he going after that," the Gunslinger asked, sounding a bit annoyed.

"I don't know," the bartender answered. "Guess he could be trying to cross the mountains, but there are much easier ways to go west than through that desert. Ain't nothing but madness and death out there."

"I'm sure there is," the Gunslinger agreed, bringing the shot of whiskey up to his lips.

The bartender gave him a skeptical look. "Your kind, gunslingers and the like, they don't normally come out here. We're not important enough. Why are you going after him?"

"The Covenant Man," the Gunslinger replied, downing the whiskey in one gulp. "He's dangerous. Far more dangerous than you'd ever believe."

The bartender arched an eyebrow. "Is he now?"

"Yes."

From the back of the saloon the swinging doors blew open, a woman in a pale green dress and wearing thick makeup that hid the deep pock marks on her face rushed in. Her dress was a pitiful attempt at mimicking the more ornate fashions the Gunslinger had seen further east. Not that it really mattered. That old life was gone, and the Gunslinger had reason to believe that despite the woman's plain looks she was easily a rare beauty by the standards of this town. A real prize to be won.

The other patrons of the bar briefly looked up from their card games and mugs of beer, appreciative eyes following her as Mary made her way to the Gunslinger.

"You have to leave," Mary whispered at him urgently. "Billy knows…"

"Knows what?" the Gunslinger asked. "We didn't do anything."

"He knows that we were alone together for hours. I've tried to tell him it was nothing, that we were just talking, but he won't listen." Mary grabbed onto the Gunslinger's shoulder, forcing him to look at her. "You have to leave before he ends up doing something foolish. Please, for the love of the man Jesus."

The Gunslinger sighed and set down his beer. "I've gotten all that I've wanted here anyway. Do whatever you have to keep him away and I'll leave."

"Thank you," Mary breathed. "I tried telling him that he'll just get himself killed, but he won't listen. That boy is too stubborn."

"I won't kill him unless he does something stupid." The Gunslinger motioned with his head towards the door. "Go."

Mary nodded quickly, and then rushed out of the saloon as quick as she came in. The Gunslinger followed her out, walking a deliberate, even pace. Never let others see you run. Trouble always chases after you if you decide to run. He would walk out of town.

A man sitting at one of the round wooden tables, his white shirt stained brown, his teeth yellow and crooked, and a wide gut pushing up against the buttons of his shirt, started cackling in a high pitched voice.

"That Mary sure is sweet. Better her honey pot sure is sweeter ain't it?"

The Gunslinger tried to ignore the man, but the drunken patron stuck a hand out as he walked past. "Hey, I'm talking to you outsider."

The Gunslinger's hand moved faster than the patron could react, his whole arm becoming one blur of motion. There was a loud crack, and the pain rushed in soon after. The white bearded patron held up his hand, finger's bent at an unnatural handle, the bone poking through the skin just below his thumb. He began to howl, and the other men in the saloon quickly put as much distance as they could between them and the Gunslinger. The piano player stopped, and the whole room filled with an eerie silence.

The Gunslinger resumed his march outside into the baking heat of the sun.

…

The Gunslinger pulled at the reins to his donkey, pulling the beast of burden on foot out through the one dusty street of the town. He tried not to look at the people who had come out of their homes and businesses to watch him leave. This town might be used to outsiders, but not outsiders like him. The moment he had entered the town they had expected death, and like the audience in the Roman Colosseum, they did not want him to leave until they had seen it. Death as entertainment, and he was the ultimate entertainer.

He pulled the rim of his hat further down, attempting to block the glare of the setting sun as he moved towards the edge of town. A stiff wind kicked up, small cyclones of sand and dust blowing along the empty street as he made his way past. All the while the eyes were on him. The people watched patiently, quietly, and expectantly. The Gunslinger couldn't quite blame them. There was nothing much for way of entertainment in this border town except for drinking, whoring, gambling, and the occasional fights that occurred after. This was a rare treat for them.

Still, he hoped to deny them what they ultimately wanted. Hoped to get out of town before…

"GUNSLINGER!"

Billy ran out into the street, two hands trembling in both fear and rage holding onto a revolver, aiming at the middle of the Gunslinger's back. His face was dirty, but youthful. His skin lacked the hard lines and deep burnt look of those older folks whose bodies had been gradually beaten down by the desert sun. He could even be called handsome in a way.

The gunslinger turned slowly around, raising his hands up, palms facing outward. Billy seemed momentarily put off guard by this gesture of supplication, but he reaffirmed his grip on the revolver, closing one eye and pointing the barrel at the Gunslinger's head.

"You been with her," Billy said, gritting with her. "You've been with Mary; I know you have."

"Don't be foolish," the Gunslinger said in a calm, even voice. "You've made you point, now go home before someone has to die."

"No!" Billy shouted. "I'm gonna shoot you dead right here in the street." He looked around at the crowd that surrounded them. "It's a fair fight y'all hear?" He looked back at the Gunslinger. "It's a fair fight between two men. Ain't no murder."

"A fair fight," the Gunslinger agreed, keeping his hands held high and far away from his own guns.

"Billy!" Mary's voice called out through the crowd. She pushed her way into the center of the street, holding the front of her dress as she ran. She came to Billy, throwing her arms around him. "Billy don't be stupid. That man's gonna kill you."

"He ain't gonna kill me," Billy said. "I've got him dead to rights and he knows it."

"You do," the Gunslinger agreed, still not reaching for his guns.

"No Billy," Mary said, grabbing his chin and forcing him to look at her. "You don't know what he is."

Billy made a strained, humorless laugh. "Oh, I'm sure you've known him a whole lot."

"We just talked," Mary pleaded. "Nothing else. You have to believe me."

"It doesn't matter what you did!" Billy said. He yanked his head away from her. "People are going to say it anyway. I have to do this."

"Billy…" Mary pleaded, but Billy shoved her away with his elbow. Mary backed away slowly. She looked at the Gunslinger, helplessness in her eyes.

"Gunslinger huh?" Billy asked, a mad grin stretching across his face. "We'll just see about that." He moved his thumb to cock the hammer back.

When the Gunslinger heard the click, his hands moved. In a blur of motion his outstretched hands moved to his waist. He drew one of his revolvers, and with the other hand fanned the hammer back, firing from the waist.

The hard caliber thundered, a collective flinch rippling through the assembled crowd as the bullet ripped through the air in between the two combatants.

The .45 caliber bullet struck Billy's revolver, a brief spark flaring up as lead collided with hardened iron. Billy howled in pain as the revolver was knocked out of his grasp, the gun tumbling into the dust and sand, blood streaming from the open palm of one of his hands. Billy clutched the wounded hand in disbelief, staring numbly at his revolver which was now laying on the ground.

Another swirl of wind kicked up, a small dust devil twirling around in the space between them. The Gunslinger stood still as a statue, grey gun smoke floating lazily out of the barrel of his revolver.

His hands became a blur again, the revolver twirling effortlessly on the tip of his index finger. With a final twirl he holstered the gun, both his hands moving to his hips shoulder width apart.

"A fair fight," the Gunslinger said in a gravelly voice. "Go home boy. You made your point."

For a moment it looked as if Billy would listen. That he would run away and allow Mary to nurse his wound, and then in the way that women do when a man's pride is wounded, she would make love to him gently.

Perhaps Billy would have done that, if not for the low snickering that came from amongst the crowd.

He glared at the Gunslinger, pride and humiliation overriding any remaining common sense. Billy darted forward, hands fumbling in the dirt as he grabbed for his revolver. With a shout of triumph, he hefted the revolver up, cocking the hammer back and pointing the dark barrel directly at the Gunslinger's head.

"Stupid boy," the Gunslinger growled, his hands moving once more. Both of his .45 caliber's rose up, four thunder cracks rumbling across the street. His mind became blank, his hands moving of their own accord, his eyes dull and lifeless.

Billy staggered backwards as the bullets struck him, all four shots seeming to rip through his body in unison. Three hit his chest, the one that struck his heart sending out a spurt of blood as it ruptured the organ. The fourth dug itself deep inside his head, a shower of pink mist coming out of the exit wound.

Reflexively, Billy's right hand went up to the bullet hole in his head, blood pouring out between his fingers. His eyes twitched wildly, nerves sending out their last signals to all parts of the body. His left hand squeezed tight, a bullet firing out of his revolver and kicking up a mound of dust a few yards ahead of him. He took a single shaky step forward, twirled around on his heels like some sort of dancer, and then collapsed into the dirt.

A roar of approval rose up in the town, and the crowd of onlookers rushed into the street. A railing was broken into splinters as several of the men attempted to climb over top of it. A middle aged heavy set woman, dark food stains on her apron, pushed roughly past the Gunslinger as several dozen people swarmed around Billy's body.

Billy's pants were pulled roughly off, his belt and boots seized as a prize, his shirt ripped off his chest and sending one of the buttons flying high into the air. His undershirt and socks were next, and Billy's pockets were pilfered. A dented watch, a worn out wallet, and several dollars being pulled out as the crowd took their spoils like a pack of hyenas. A fight broke out between two of the men of a single silver coin. The weaker man was pushed to the ground, the silver coin ripped from his hand, and a left hook delivered to his jaw. The victor ran away with the coin, stuffing the silver deep into his own pocket. The loser looked around for another prize, but only saw Billy lying there in his underwear. The man shrugged, pulled the underwear off, and ran away with his consolation prize.

Billy's body was left lying there naked and bloody in the street.

When the crowd finally dispersed, Mary slowly and silently approached Billy, and trembling hand held up to her mouth. She knelt beside him, and cradled Billy's head in her lap. She pulled out a handkerchief, and began to wipe away the blood from his face as best she could.

The Gunslinger watched her for a time before returning to his guns. Methodically he reloaded them, reminding himself to clean them once he had made camp for the night. He placed the guns back in his holsters, and then slowly ran both thumbs along his bandoliers, counting out the bullets.

When he looked back up Mary was staring at him, her eyes red. They were not eyes filled with hatred, but rather sad resignation.

"Is it always like this?" she asked quietly. "Whenever you come into a place?"

"Usually," he answered. He briefly thought about saying something more, but decided against it. He was no good at consoling, and had seen far too much death for him to any longer understand how it affected a normal person.

Besides, he reckoned, he had stayed in this town far too long already. Walter, his quarry, was out there, and he needed to follow him while the trail was still fresh.

Without a word the Gunslinger turned around and led his donkey out of town and into the setting sun.

…

THE IRISHMAN

Kelly's heart beat at an increasingly rapid rate as she ran through the deserted streets. Picturesque buildings lined the way, some of them marred by the occasional bullet or shell hole. Every now and then she would see a shutter crack open, a wary face peering out at her through the darkness.

One of her boots stepped on a broken bottle, the shattering of the glass the only sound that could be heard in the street other than the distant artillery and machinegun fire in the distance. Kelly readjusted the bag on her back, the machinegun belts around her neck chaffing against her skin uncomfortably. She held her rifle, a German made Gewehr 88, close to her chest and kept on running, ignoring the cold splash of mud against her leg as she tore through a puddle.

Kelly skidded to a halt as she neared the corner of the street, flattening herself against one of the buildings. There was a noise above her and Kelly looked up, and old man leaning outside his window and looking directly down at her. He held up five fingers, then pointed down towards the opposite side of intersection. Kelly nodded and gave a small wave, the old man disappearing back into the room.

She took a deep breath and edged her body to the corner of the building, keeping her profile as low as she could. Slowly she inched her head around the building, attempting to get a view of the parallel street.

There were five British soldiers there just as the old man had told her, all milling beside a Maxim machine gun buried behind a pile of sand bags. Each taking turns with a match to light their cigarettes, light laughter echoing down the narrow street.

Kelly braced herself. If she was just fast enough she would be able to make it across the intersection.

Kelly took off, running across the intersection at full speed, the weight of the ammunition on her back dragging her down, her boots kicking up dirt and pebbles in her wake. There was a shout in a British accent, and Kelly cursed underneath her breath, urging her legs to move faster. The machinegun came to life, bullets nipping at her heels as she darted across the street, rifle fire following soon after.

She made it to the other side and slid behind the building, once again flattening herself against the brick wall, heart pounding deep in her chest. Kelly closed her eyes and waited, the vibration of the bullets striking the brick wall and sending red dust into the air rattling her whole body.

Finally, the machinegun went silent. Kelly twirled out from behind cover, crouched low, and took aim. One British soldier had gotten into his head to run after her. He halted when he saw Kelly burst out of cover and took aim with his rifle, but Kelly was faster.

She shot him in the chest, the enemy soldier falling flat on his back without so much as a groan. Kelly pulled the bolt of her rifle back and rammed home another round, moving her aim to the British machine gunner and his spotter who were both busy fumbling with the ammo belts. Kelly fired again, the rifle bullet passing clean through the gunner's helmet, dropping him to the ground. She fired again, this time striking one of the other riflemen in the leg.

Kelly pulled back into cover as the remaining two soldiers withdrew, dragging their wounded comrade along with them. She did not bother staying to finish them off. That was not what she was here for.

Pushing herself off the wall Kelly began running again, eyes wide and vigilant, pushing her body to move as fast as her legs could carry her.

…

Kelly leaned up against a broken brick wall just on the edge of the wide courtyard, using a pocket mirror to catch the sun and send flashes towards a shelled out building on the far end. In the distance, several blocks away and up against the river, The Custom House burned, the black smoke from the blaze arching high into the sky and occasionally blotting out the sun.

She could both hear and see British troops moving around in the courtyard, most of them doing exactly what Kelly was doing. Sitting low in cover, and waiting patiently.

At last Kelly got a response from the shelled out building, two flashes in her direction. Kelly put the pocket mirror away, checked her rifle, and got ready.

Machine gun and rifle fire erupted from the building, catching the British off guard. They took to their rifles and returned fire, heavy machineguns following suit. Kelly ignored them and darted for the building. Whip cracks sounded in her ears as bullets whizzed by her head. From the corner of her eye she just managed to catch site of a flaming projectile being flung out of the building.

The Molotov cocktail arched high in the sky, and collided with the ground. A miniature fireball erupted, and the arm of one of the British soldiers was set on fire. He frantically tried to put out the flames, wild cries of panic coming out of his throat. One of his comrades forcefully tackled him to the ground, several others coming to aid as well as they rolled the man into the dirt, putting the fire out.

Kelly only distantly heard the man's cries, her eyes focused on the dark open doorway. She burst inside, and then was immediately yanked off her feet by a forceful hand.

She was thrown against a wall, and a relieved and familiar voice said, "Are you alright?"

Kelly breathed heavily and looked into the eyes of the tall blonde headed young man in front of her. "I'm fine Sam."

"Good," Sam said with a sigh of relief. He turned around and motioned towards a nearby stairway. "Others are upstairs. Danny won't show it, but he's been worried sick about you."

"How bad is it," Kelly asked, hurrying up the stairs alongside Sam.

"Bad," was all Sam said in reply.

They made it to the top of the stairs, and Kelly was shocked by what she saw. Eight haggard figures were spread out across the floor of the building, most taking up positions by windows or small holes in the wall. Nearly all of them with some minor wound or another. Were it not for the guns they were carrying they would have looked identical to any normal civilian.

One of the figures approached her, a grey flat cap hiding the silver streaks in his otherwise dark hair. "Bout time you made it back," he said.

"Fred," Kelly said. "Where is everyone else?"

Fred shook his head. "Got about five dead. Think about eighty or so captured. Rest have scattered through the city. Four of us are the only ones from Belfast left. Rest of these boys are Dubliners. Local volunteers."

"Eighty?" Kelly said in disbelief. "They can't have captured that many."

"They did," Fred said grimly. "This whole operation's been a disaster."

"Well we did burn the Custom's House," Sam offered. "Valera said he wanted us to show the world that we're a real army."

"Lot of good that will do us if we lose the army in the process."

Sam shook his head. "Danny won't give up. I know he won't." He gestured at Kelly. "Going to need that ammo belt. Nearly out on the Maxim."

"Oh, right," Kelly said, removing the ammo belt and handing it off to Sam. She slipped the bag off her shoulder and placed it on a nearby table, her and Fred spending the next twenty minutes handing out ammo to the rest. It wasn't much, most of the men down to their last clip to begin with, but it was better than nothing.

Kelly took the last two clips and went into the last room. There she saw Sam fiddling with the Maxim gun by one of the windows, Danny lying beside him. There were bags underneath his eyes, a single strand of reddish brown hair poking out from underneath his flat cap.

Kelly knelt beside him and gently kissed him on the cheek, Sam doing his best to ignore the both of them as he reloaded.

"How are you?" Kelly asked.

"Awake," Danny responded curtly, but gently squeezed her hand. "Find out anything while you were out?"

Kelly nodded. "It's Wiltshire regiment we're facing," she said, and Sam cursed underneath his breath.

"Nothing has ever got to be easy on us has it?" Sam asked.

"We'll be fine," Danny said.

"Fine?" Sam asked. "Exactly what can we do to them that the Germans didn't do already over in Ypres?"

"I'll figure something out," Danny said, sounding as exhausted as he looked. Kelly gave his hand a reaffirming squeeze.

"You always do," she said gently.

"Yeah," Sam said, leaning against the maxim and looking out the window. "We can't beat a regiment of British regulars. You know that Danny. We need to figure out a way out of this. One that doesn't involve surrender."

"I'll think of something soon," Danny said. He looked up in the sky, mentally tracing the long column of black smoke pouring out of the Customs House. "I just hope its soon enough."

…

**TO BE CONTINUED…**

**A/N: Hey, sorry for the slow updates recently. As I'm sure you're all aware fanfiction is only a hobby of mine, and sometimes life gets in the way of it. Nevertheless, I've decided that the best way to go about things from now on is to post two chapters per month of roughly 5,000 words each or greater. This will hopefully make things a bit easier on me, as typically I only have a chance to write 500 to a 1000 words on a typical work night provided I get home at a decent time, and weekends are usually up in the air as far as other obligations go. **

**Also, keep in mind that fanfiction is not the only writing I do, so penning Civil War is something I have to actively find time in order to try and accomplish. Thanks to all you guys who have stuck it out with me thus far, and I promise I'm not giving up on this fic until the fat lady sings. You certainly deserve a satisfying ending for all the support you've given me, and I guarantee that the best (and strangest) has yet to come with this story. Writing something as complex as Civil War can be creatively taxing at times, but it's worth it to get y'alls feedback and know that there are people out there who genuinely enjoy this fic. You guys make it worthwhile.**

**I will try and get the next chapter up by the end of this week. No hard promises. **

**Also, for those of you who are starved for Cortana/John content, check out my most recent fic Chief It's Cold Outside. It only has two chapters so far, and I'm only updating it as I feel inspired (and whenever I need a happy pick-me-up), but if you need your Jortana itch to be satisfied, then there is plenty of fluff there to get a good scratch going. **

**Again, thank you guys for all your support, and Happy Easter. **

**-Cor **


End file.
